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Chapter 1
 
   In the movies spies always have a bunch of high-tech equipment light years ahead of anything ordinary people have.  All Diane Giordano has is a prepaid cell phone with lousy reception.  And the experience of more than twenty years as a world-class assassin.
 
   This experience has allowed her to survive three weeks in the Outback, where a normal young woman would have died or become a blithering idiot.  She ran out of rations a week ago, so for the last week she’s survived on lizards and other small game near her hiding spot overlooking the cave.
 
   Of course it’s not really a cave.  The opening is just a front for some kind of hidden lair.  As usual with Melanie’s mission briefings there are a lot of holes that Diane has to fill in as she goes.  About all Melanie knows is convoys have been sighted going into and coming out of this cave.  Whether there’s a terrorist cell hiding out here or just one of those Doomsday groups that have popped up all over after the invasion no one knows.
 
   In the old days it would have been simple enough.  The Pentagon would have called up the Super Squad.  Apex Girl, Velocity Girl, and Midnight Spectre could have barged in to find out what was happening.  But now the Super Squad no longer works for the military and things are so fucked up that the real superheroes are needed elsewhere.
 
   Thus the job falls to GAIA, which inevitably means it falls to Diane.  At present she’s the only field agent on the GAIA roster.  Unless Melanie manages to twist some arms at the UN for more funding, Diane will probably be the only field agent for some time.
 
   Which is why she’d like to wrap up this stupid assignment as soon as possible.  The only problem is no one has come in or out of the cave in three weeks.  And while she might have twenty years of experience as an assassin, that doesn’t qualify her to storm into a cave that might be inhabited by hundreds of gun-toting thugs.  So she waits.
 
   Even if her cell phone had great reception, she has to use it wisely.  There’s nowhere to plug it in to recharge here.  When she gets back she needs to ask Tonya about a solar-powered charger; that shouldn’t be too hard considering she has a whole farm of solar panels a couple hundred kilometers from here.
 
   She’s tempted to turn on the phone for just a minute or two to see if Tonya’s sent her any messages, but then she feels the ground rumble.  Finally, some action.  Diane slips the cell phone into one of her many pockets and then slithers towards the edge of the pass on which she’s camped.  She puts her binoculars to her eyes, but there’s not much to see besides a cloud of dust approaching.  Must be a convoy to bring supplies.  About bloody time, she grumbles to herself.
 
   She pulls the binoculars back so the glare from the lenses won’t give her away.  She has to put her head down too as the trucks rumble through to keep from choking on the dirt they kick up.  That dirt serves a useful purpose too as it allows her to skitter down the wall, into the pass without being seen.
 
   The trucks are slow enough that it’s not difficult for her to catch up to the last one.  After weeks of eating nothing but rations and lizards, her body isn’t as strong as it usually is.  Still Diane manages to grab the tailgate of the truck and then swing herself up.  She just hopes it’s not into a bunch of hired goons armed with machine guns.
 
   As she hoped, there are only crates in the back of the truck.  The labels indicate they’re full of food, water, and other supplies.  From the number of crates, she estimates there must be about fifty people in the cave, if not more.  Just bloody perfect, she grumbles to herself as she takes cover in the back.
 
   Now she has to hope they don’t search the trucks too thoroughly as they enter the cave.  If they have some of those fancy biometric scanners or something, she’ll be a sitting duck.  She has a pistol and two TEC-9 semi-automatics, but those won’t help her much against a few dozen bad guys.  She can’t call for backup either, not until she has some decent intel.
 
   For the millionth time she tells herself assassinations were so much simpler than intelligence.  All she—he back then—had to do was wait for a decent shot to present itself, pull the trigger, and then collect the money.  Of course it didn’t always require a gun, but the gist was always to kill the target and then get paid.  She didn’t have to sit around for weeks to take a few bloody pictures.  This intelligence stuff is just plain barmy.
 
   The truck’s brakes squeal as it comes to a stop.  Diane ducks even farther behind the crates.  She waits for someone to climb into the back of the truck to find her.  Then she’ll have to shoot her way out and try to escape through hundreds of kilometers of wasteland.  Not the ideal situation for sure.
 
   She braces herself as she hears voices.  From the accent they must be from this continent, though probably one of the coasts.  She imagines an even worse scenario:  if this is an official government facility then she could wind up in prison for the next twenty years.  They might even send her back to Guontonimo to be reunited with the likes of Rad Geiger and Clownface.  By comparison death out here would be preferable to what they’d do to her in there for changing sides.
 
   “What you got in there?” one voice asks.
 
   “Food and the like.”
 
   “More of that canned shit?”
 
   “Sorry, mate, all out of filet mignon.”  
 
   “Sooner we get done here, the better.”
 
   Diane holds her breath, trying not to make a sound.  She waits for those guards to stomp in here, but they don’t.  “Come on, let’s get her moving before I get heatstroke,” one says.  Someone slaps the side of the truck just inches from where she’s hidden.  Then the truck starts moving again.  She lets out the breath she’s been holding.  
 
   Phase one is complete:  she’s into the belly of the beast.
 
   *** 
 
   The next phase of the operation is to get out of the truck without getting shot or alerting the whole base to her presence.  She has to make sure to get out of the truck before they start unloading it.  First she has to wait for it to stop, something that seems to take hours.  How far into the earth are they going?  It’s probably her imagination that the rear of the truck is getting warmer.  
 
   She reminds herself she’s been in tighter spots than this.  She was at the epicenter of an alien invasion and survived; this should be a piece of crumpet by comparison.  But back then she had Garlak to back her up; this time she doesn’t have the luxury of a seven-foot-tall Neanderthal who could just about lift one of these trucks over her head if she so desired.  She’s completely alone until she can get a message back to Atomic City.  
 
   The truck finally comes to a stop.  Diane lifts the canvas covering the rear of the truck enough that she can see where they’ve ended up.  It looks like an ordinary enough warehouse with a bunch of forklifts and workers in coveralls.  This could get tricky.
 
   A distraction would be nice, but without backup there’s not much she can do to draw their attention elsewhere.  She checks her phone to make sure there’s no reception down here, not that she could call for an air strike or anything.  Now she really is on her own.
 
   She decides to employ the simplest solution:  she tucks her hair into her helmet, settles her goggles over her eyes, and then jumps down from the truck.  A good way to get into a secure building is to act like you know what you’re doing, so Diane keeps her head up and back straight as she walks along the warehouse.
 
   The gambit works.  None of the workers bother to ask who she is or what she’s doing here.  They’re busy taking care of the supplies and must figure she came along to protect the trucks.  Diane makes her way over to a stack of crates so she can change out of the camouflage gear she’s been wearing for three weeks.
 
   In the movies a female spy always wears a black catsuit, preferably with the zipper halfway down to show off most of her cleavage.  This has to be accompanied by boots with six-inch stiletto heels that would make running from trouble extremely difficult.  Under her camouflaged jacket Diane wears a black T-shirt; she has to keep the camouflaged pants on since underneath all she’s got are her panties.  She keeps her hiking boots on too; she doesn’t even wear stiletto heels to the pub, let alone on a job.
 
   The part of her wardrobe she’ll miss the most is the TEC-9s.  They’re venerable old guns and can really put the hurt on bad guys.  But she can’t walk around with those under her arms or someone might wonder why she has so much firepower.  Her Desert Eagle isn’t exactly inconspicuous, but if she keeps her shirt loose it shouldn’t be too noticeable in the small of her back.
 
   With that done she makes her way to the nearest door.  At least there’s no security lock here requiring a card.  She’ll have to hope that’s the case through the rest of the place or else she’ll have to appropriate one.  That could make it difficult to keep her presence a secret.
 
   The corridors are as narrow as a submarine’s and almost as dark.  What Diane notices is everyone she sees wears a white lab coat.  It’s a safe bet someone’s doing research down here, probably research they don’t want anyone to know about.  What sort of research that might be she needs to find out before she can get out of here.
 
   A bald man a few inches shorter than her stops his bustling down the corridor to look up at her.  “What are you doing here?  Shouldn’t you be in the warehouse?”
 
   “Looking for the loo,” she says, hoping she sounds enough like an Aussie.
 
   “You can hold it until you’re back outside.  Then you’ve got this whole godforsaken country to piss on.”  From his words and his accent she takes him for European, German or maybe Scandinavian.  This makes it less likely that it’s a government-sanctioned project going on down here.
 
   “Thanks for the directions, mate,” she says.  She checks to make sure no one is coming and then with one deft move slams him face-first into the wall.  Before he can scream for help, she wraps an arm around his throat.  Then she drags him into the nearest room that’s unlocked.  From the beakers and such she figures it must be a lab.
 
   The smart thing to do would be to strangle this wanker so he can’t wake up to tattle on her.  In the old days she wouldn’t hesitate to do such a thing, but since going legit she’s tried to avoid casualties whenever possible.  So she waits until the man has passed out and then strips him of his lab coat and pass.  The name on the pass gives his name as Werner Klinsmann.  German most likely.  Bloody Krauts always have been into that mad scientist stuff.
 
   Her camouflage pants don’t quite go with the lab coat, but she hopes no one will notice.  She pulls her brown hair back into a ponytail to look a little more like a nerdy scientist.  Of course if the scientists here are like Tonya they’ll have their hair dyed all sorts of funny colors and have a half-dozen piercings in each ear.  She’ll have to hope they’re a bit more professional.
 
   The badge doesn’t give the name of this place, but it does let her open the doors.  She takes turns at random, hoping to come to an office or somewhere that can give her some useful information.  She swipes her badge at another door to enter what looks like mission control for NASA with all the computers.
 
   There are a half-dozen people in the room, all of them dressed in lab coats too.  None of them turn to face her.  From the concentration on their faces she’s arrived in the middle of something important.  Diane slinks over to an empty terminal and sits down to watch.
 
   “Cameras ready,” a man says.  Are they making a movie?  She’d never live down the embarrassment if she spent three weeks spying on a film crew.
 
   “Ready for Test Three-Two Beta.”
 
   On a big monitor appears a man in a silver biohazard suit.  He carries a long black stick with both hands far from his body, as if he’s afraid it might explode.  He takes a few cautious steps across an empty room.
 
   Except it’s not completely empty.  There’s a young black girl in the room.  She wears a baggy gray T-shirt and shorts.  Did they kidnap her from one of the Aborigine tribes around here so they could use her as a test subject?  What the hell is that stick then?
 
   The man presses the stick into the girl’s hands.  He says something to her in a language Diane doesn’t understand.  The girl nods solemnly as she takes the stick.  The damned thing is nearly as tall as she is.
 
   The ends of the stick glow with purple light.  This seems familiar to Diane, but she isn’t sure why, not until lightning sparks from one end of the stick.  She’s seen this before, during that battle against Omega’s minions on Finger Island.  
 
   It’s a Galactic Peacekeeper stick.
 
   *** 
 
   Diane tells herself that’s impossible.  The Galactic Peacekeepers are a group of aliens who had been assigned to police the galaxy by their masters, the Elders.  There weren’t any human Peacekeepers and if they had started to recruit on Earth, she doubts they would start with children.
 
   Whatever is going on here, she needs to report it to Melanie.  Diane slips her hand into one pocket for her camera.  It’s tiny enough to fit in the palm of her hand.  As discreetly as possible she holds the camera up to get pictures of the girl using the Peacekeeper staff.
 
   Diane is still taking pictures when the glow on the staff begins to get brighter.  One of the scientists in the room states the obvious, “Power levels are increasing.”
 
   “We’re reaching critical levels.”
 
   “Suspend the test!”
 
   The man on the screen shouts something at the girl, but it doesn’t seem to do any good.  He tries to grab the staff from her, but a burst of lightning hurls him back across the room.  The girl starts to cry, but she can’t seem to turn off the staff.  She tries to throw it away, but the thing’s stuck in her hands.
 
   A flash of purple light knocks out the lights in the room.  While the scientists shout to each other, Diane decides it’s a perfect time to make her escape.  She’s got more than enough to take back to Melanie now.  She can come back with a strike team to mop up.
 
   That is if Diane can get back.  That becomes doubtful when she sees that German scientist in the hallway, accompanied by a trio of guys armed with machine guns.  “That’s her!  She’s the one!”
 
   Diane wastes no time to dive into a doorway.  She reaches to the small of her back to take out the Desert Eagle.  She takes a couple of deep breaths to steady herself and then peeks out into the corridor.  She nearly gets her fool head blown off for her trouble.  
 
   Her look into the corridor at least gives her the targets.  Deep underground at least she doesn’t have to worry about wind to spoil her shot.  Diane counts to five and then leans out into the corridor again.
 
   The Desert Eagle’s .44 caliber bullets can stop most anything, but they won’t do more than bruise those guys with their flak jackets.  She has to ignore her rule about not killing as she puts a bullet in the unprotected neck of each soldier.
 
   Werner Klinsmann is still standing in the corridor, too terrified to reach down for one of the fallen soldiers’ machine guns.  While he’s still blubbering, Diane grabs him around the neck.  “Looks like you’re my ticket out of here, Doc,” she hisses into his ear.
 
   *** 
 
   She’s never liked using hostages.  A lot of the supervillains at Guontonimo have tried that gambit to keep the Super Squad at bay.  Of course the heroes always find some way around that; Midnight Spectre has a whole belt full of gadgets that can safely disable a hostage.
 
   The simple fact is hostages slow her down.  She has to drag Klinsmann through the corridor and continually turn her body from one way to the other to make sure no one gets the drop on her.  Alarms have started to sound all through the building, which means she’s likely to have company any moment.
 
   Klinsmann gets the nerve to say, “You won’t get away with this, you pig.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  At the moment she can’t really disagree with him.
 
   They’ve prepared a reception for her at the warehouse door.  There are a dozen soldiers all in full body armor, all with machine guns.  Even with her skills she can’t hope to shoot them all in the neck before one of them can pop her.  The only reason they haven’t tried yet is she has Klinsmann in front of her.
 
   “Drop the gun and let Dr. Klinsmann go,” one of the soldiers says.
 
   “No chance, mate.  You all back off and I’ll be on my way.”
 
   “Not happening, love.  You just put the gun down and let the man go and we’ll go easy on you.”
 
   “Don’t ‘love’ me, you tosser.  Let me introduce myself proper.  My name’s Diane Giordano.  You might be more familiar with my other name:  Hitter.”
 
   A few of the soldiers visibly gulp.  She feels a bit of pride that her reputation has gotten all the way to the Outback.  “I think you know what that means, mate.  I’d be more than happy to kill the good doctor here and the lot of you besides.  So why don’t we make this easy and you let me pass?”
 
   “Can’t do that, love.  We gots our orders.  No unauthorized persons get out of here alive.”
 
   “Then you’ll just have to shoot this weasel then.  If you want to be merciful, put one in his heart first.”
 
   “Don’t shoot, you fools!” the doctor shouts. 
 
   The soldiers ignore this, hefting their rifles into proper shooting position.  Diane braces herself for the shooting to begin in earnest.  The leader of the soldiers stops, putting one hand to his helmet.  “All right, boys, back off.  We’re to let the girl and Dr. Klinsmann go.”
 
   Diane knows his calling her “the girl” is meant as an insult, but she ignores it.  At the moment she has better things to worry about, like dragging Klinsmann through the hole the soldiers opened up.  “Don’t leave me with her!  She’ll kill me!”
 
   “You’re a lot safer with me at the moment, Doc.”  
 
   She drags him into the warehouse, over to where she’d left her gear.  She lets the doctor pick up the TEC-9s; he wouldn’t have any idea how to shoot those even if she lets him keep them.  As it is he hands them over to her without a problem; she slips the harness on over her T-shirt.  “Now let’s get going.”
 
   She keeps waiting for a trap as she approaches one of the trucks.  They let her go too easily.  That could only mean they have something else planned.  Whatever it might be, it wasn’t in the warehouse.  The workers there line up on one side to watch her go.  Someone has even left the keys in the truck she had come in on.
 
   She’s surprised to find the truck actually starts.  And it doesn’t explode.  “Must be our lucky day,” she says, not believing that for a second.
 
   “They’ll never let you escape,” Dr. Klinsmann says.  
 
   “Probably not, but for your sake let’s hope they do.”
 
   The truck lumbers up a ramp, its engine straining to handle the incline.  It has been a long time since she’s handled something this big; assassins don’t have much use for half-ton trucks.  The gears shriek as she shifts.
 
   Their reception waits for her in the very place where she had stationed herself for the last three weeks.  There are three of them, one armed with a tube that is probably an RPG launcher.  That will be enough to disable the truck. 
 
   “You’re trapped now, fool,” Dr. Klinsmann says.
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   She takes her cell phone out of a pocket.  Now that she’s back on the surface she has a couple of bars.  She doesn’t bother making a call; instead she punches a few numbers in.  This triggers an emergency signal to indicate she needs an immediate pick-up.  Her GPS coordinates will be transmitted as well.  If she’s lucky Melanie will contact the Velocity Family, who could make it here in a minute or two.  If they’re busy then she’ll be on her own for a while.
 
   Diane shoves the phone back into her pocket and then grabs Klinsmann’s arm.  “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   “What are you doing?  Surrender already!”
 
   “Not bloody likely.”
 
   You didn’t spend three weeks somewhere as a trained assassin without learning something about the layout.  She creeps along the side of the truck until she has no choice but to make a run for it.  It would be a lot easier without Klinsmann, but she’s not about to leave him now.  If she’s going down then she’s making sure he does too.
 
   “Move it, Doc,” she says as she drags him across open ground, to an outcropping of rocks.  That won’t be much safer from the RPG launcher, but it will at least force them to adjust their position.  That will buy her more time.
 
   In the movies it takes only one bullet to make a truck explode.  Even for a top-notch assassin like her it’s not that easy, especially for a truck with a thick hide.  She needs an entire clip from one of the TEC-9s to breach the fuel tank.  With the other one she fires blindly towards where the RPG was, hoping to keep them down.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Creating a distraction,” she says.  She aims the Desert Eagle not for the fuel but slightly to the left.  As she hoped the bullet strikes the rock, creating sparks that set the fuel off.  Diane shoves Dr. Klinsmann down as the truck explodes.
 
   “Now you have no way to escape,” he says as the truck burns.
 
   “I’ll just have to get a ride then.”
 
   Black smoke billows from the truck.  The wind steers it to obscure the rocks from up on the pass.  That gives her a chance to put some distance between herself and the RPG launcher.  “Come on, mate,” she says and then yanks the doctor to his feet.
 
   They move a lot slower than Diane would like, but no one shoots at them.  For the moment it seems her plan has bought them some time.  Plus all that smoke should help to serve as a beacon to any help that might be on the way.
 
   When she hears rotors she hopes it means an Australian military chopper is coming to pick them up.  Then she sees it’s a Russian-made Havoc gunship.  Diane looks around, but there’s nowhere to hide from the machine gun and missiles the gunship carries.
 
   “They’ve got you now,” Klinsmann says.
 
   She pulls him in front of her.  “They’ll have to go through you to do it.”
 
   He squirms in her grasp, but can’t break free.  The Havoc gets closer.  For it to reach her so soon it must have taken off from somewhere near the cave.  They might even have a hangar built into the thing that she didn’t see.  She really should have explored more of the base, but there hadn’t been time.  She supposes her career as a GAIA agent is about to come to a sudden end.
 
   The ground rattles slightly, followed by a sonic boom.  Diane uses Klinsmann as a screen to shield her from the dust that’s kicked up as an object whizzes over her head.  She can’t help but smile as she watches the gray-and-blue humanoid shape fly past.  
 
   A couple of tiny objects shoot away from the shape.  The Havoc gunship explodes in a ball of flame.  Diane throws Klinsmann to the ground to make sure no pieces of it hit them.  The roar of jet engines gets closer.
 
   Diane looks up with a grin to watch the robot land in front of them.  The face of the robot opens to reveal that of a young woman with tan skin and blue eyebrows.  “Hi, honey.  Need a lift?”
 
   “Think you can carry both of us?”
 
   “Sure, at least a little ways.”
 
   Ordinarily there’s no way Tonya could lift Diane let alone her and Dr. Klinsmann, but her robot suit augments her strength enough that she can take one in each arm.  The takeoff is a little difficult, but she gets them airborne.  Perhaps for their safety she keeps them low, so they might only break both legs if they fall.
 
   “How’d you get there so fast?” Diane asks.
 
   “I’ve been doing some maintenance on our collectors out here,” Tonya says.
 
   “How long?”
 
   “About the last three weeks.”
 
   “What a coincidence.  That’s how long I’ve been here.”
 
   “How odd.”
 
   “Melanie have you keeping tabs on me?”
 
   “No.  She just said you were on an operation here and might run into some trouble.”
 
   “Well, that’s one I owe you.”
 
   “Just one?”
 
   “Perhaps more.  We can discuss it later.”
 
   “So what’s the story with Baldy here?”
 
   Klinsmann doesn’t seem to take any offense at this; he seems too busy shaking and turning green to notice.  “They’ve got a lab down there.  He’s one of the scientists.  I’ll explain the rest on the ground.”
 
   She did explain, but only after she gave Tonya about a two-minute kiss as payment for their rescue.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Spy organizations are always supposed to have grand, elaborate headquarters like the CIA’s sprawling Langley complex.  The headquarters for GAIA is in the basement of a UN building in Atomic City.  To Diane it always smells like mothballs and mouse shit.  The flickering fluorescent lights would probably give her seizures if she were an epileptic. 
 
   GAIA’s version of Moneypenny is a plain young woman with plain light brown hair parted down the center and skin so pale it seems likely she was born down here.  She’s clad in a bulky yellow cardigan to protect against the chill down here.  The wire-frame glasses she wears magnify her eyes to give her an owlish look.  In short she looks like she belongs at a library, not a spy agency.
 
   “Good morning, Diane.  It’s nice to have you back.”
 
   “Thanks.  Is the general in?”
 
   “She’s on the phone, but she should be ready to see you shortly.  Would you like some coffee?”
 
   “I can manage it.  Thanks.”
 
   Diane stalks off to her office, which is about the size of a closet.  She’s never gotten around to decorating it except for a picture of Tonya on the desk.  She’s on a bench in the park, the evening light making her blue hair glow.  The picture is also her only nod to sentimentality.
 
   There are reams of papers waiting for her to go over.  In the movies you never see James Bond or the like having to write up all their missions for their bosses, but like any bureaucracy GAIA runs on paperwork.  With a sigh Diane shoves this to the side so she can make room for her computer.
 
   After she turned Klinsmann over to the Australian government to hold, Diane got to spend a whole lovely evening in Sydney with Tonya.  They took Tonya’s private jet across the Pacific for a few more hours together, but in San Francisco they had to part company.  “I’ve got to check in at our Arizona facility,” Tonya said.  “I’ll be home in a few days.”
 
   “I might be gone again by then.  The general’s going to want me to start making inquiries about all this.”
 
   “I suppose so.  Seems like we hardly get any time together.”
 
   “Makes what time we do have more fun,” Diane said.  They kissed, but after a couple of minutes Diane had to get to her gate for the commercial flight to Atomic City.
 
   When she and Tonya first began seeing each other, Diane knew it was a mistake.  They were both so busy with their new lives, Tonya with her science projects and Diane with GAIA, that there wouldn’t be much time for each other.  They might never get to have what people would call a “normal relationship.”
 
   At the same time Diane couldn’t bring herself to break it off.  She and Tonya had come to care about each other in a way Diane had never felt before, not even as a man.  After what had happened with Omega and the invasion a lot of people knew what it felt like to go from a man to a woman, but hardly any could understand what it felt like to go from a villain to a hero.  She and Tonya had helped to save the world, along with Melanie, Garlak, and the Super Squad.  They had spent a lot of time with each other, going through the same growing pains.  It was only natural they would be drawn together.
 
   Things have gone as she feared.  Their schedules hardly ever align anymore, giving them a few hours here and there to see each other.  They email, text, and Skype, but that can’t replace actually being in the same room.  A few times Tonya has suggested Diane forget about GAIA and get a job in private security, perhaps for her company.  She could go back to school as she planned to do, get her teaching certificate.
 
   It all sounds nice, but Diane can’t do it.  Melanie needs her.  Without Diane there couldn’t be a GAIA.  That’s not ego, that’s a fact.  She is the only field agent and it’s not like intelligence operatives are falling out of trees, especially not ones Melanie could trust.
 
   The phone on her desk rings.  “The general is ready for you,” the secretary says.
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Diane gets up from her desk.  She takes a last forlorn look at Tonya’s picture before she goes next door to the general’s office.
 
   Melanie Amis looks almost identical to her secretary.  She should since Melanie is the secretary’s daughter.  Thanks to Omega’s weapon Melanie’s mother got another crack at her twenties.  With nothing else to do and with the GAIA budget tighter than Scrooge’s purse, she went to work for her daughter.  Seeing them together often gives visitors a start; they usually do a double-take to make sure they’re seeing two different people.
 
   Diane’s grateful Melanie isn’t in that awful powder blue-and-white catsuit she wears as “General Gaia.”  Instead she’s wearing a royal blue suit.  From the bags under her brown eyes she probably never went home last night.  “Good morning, General.”
 
   “It’s morning at least,” Melanie says.  Diane doesn’t envy her; she’s barely old enough to drink and here she is managing a spy outfit with the Secretary General of the UN and most of the world’s leaders on speed dial.  “So I hear you had some interesting times in Australia.” 
 
   “Terrifying is more the word I’d use.”
 
   Melanie nods.  She tosses a stack of photos on the desk.  Diane picks one up to see her picture of the mission control room.  At least it all came out; she’d hate to have risked her neck snapping all those photos for them to come out blurry.  “Terrifying seems like a good word for it.”
 
   “You get that weasel Klinsmann to squeal yet?”
 
   “He’s stonewalling us, but it shouldn’t take long for him to break.”
 
   “What about that lab?”
 
   “Starla went in that night.  They’d already torched the place.  Nothing we could use.  Robin’s going over it with a fine-toothed comb, but I wouldn’t expect much.”
 
   “So what’s our next move?”
 
   “We’ll work on Klinsmann.  In the meantime something else came in.  Special request from the Secretary General.”
 
   “Sounds important.”
 
   “There’s been reports of fighting in central Africa.  It’s disputed territory, the kind that changes hands two or three times a year.  The Secretary says a few villages in the area have been wiped out.  We’ve got satellites covering the area, but they want boots on the ground.”
 
   “My boots, yeah?”
 
   “Right.  Afraid it’s not much of a holiday and I’m sure after that last mission you’d like a rest.”
 
   “No problem, General.  I’ll do it.  When does the plane take off?”
 
   “About four hours.  Should be long enough to get your gear together.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  She waits to sigh until she’s out of the office.
 
   *** 
 
   Mom came into the office a few minutes after Diane left, bearing a pot of coffee and a plate of pastries.  This always makes Melanie think of coming home after school to find milk and cookies waiting for her, something Mom continued until Melanie went to college.  “Here you go, honey.  I thought you might want a little snack.”
 
   “I’m fine.”
 
   “You’re entirely too skinny.  It’s all this stress.”
 
   “I’ll be fine, Mom.”
 
   Mom ignores this, setting the pastries in front of Melanie and then refilling her coffee mug.  The latter Melanie is grateful for as she hasn’t gotten a lot of sleep since founding GAIA.  There are far too many problems and she doesn’t have nearly the staff or funding to handle most of them.
 
   When the phone rings, Melanie knows another problem is about to rear its head.  Mom snatches the phone before Melanie can.  “Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency, General Amis’s office.  Ah yes, hello again Miss Moon.  She’s very busy at the moment—”
 
   Melanie slumps in her chair.  Miss Moon refers to Sunny Moon, the founder of the Church of the Restoration, a pseudoreligious movement formed after the invasion for those like Mom who got a second chance at youth.  Sunny Moon’s real name is Sung-Yee Lee; she had been an investment banker of fifty-two when the alien weapon changed everyone on Earth into women.  Lee saw this as a divine event.  To celebrate she took on her new name and began acting more like a teenager than a woman in her fifties.  She has since grown her movement around the world.
 
   Melanie’s mother went to one of the CotR’s meetings in Redoubt City.  They treated her with the reverence of the Virgin Mary once they learned her name.  Melanie is something of a patron saint to Sunny Moon’s people as the first known case of a transformation thanks to the alien weapon, the Super Squad’s transformation having been covered up by the Pentagon.
 
   About the last thing Melanie wants is to waste time rebuffing another of Sunny’s attempts to convert her.  But when Mom holds out the phone, her expression is deadly serious.  “I think you should take this, honey.  She says it’s important.”
 
   Melanie rolls her eyes as she takes the phone.  “Hello, Miss Moon.  What can I do for you?”
 
   “We have a super-serious problem, Mel.  Some of my people have gone missing.”
 
   “Did you call the police?”
 
   “Duh, of course.  They didn’t believe me.”
 
   “Why wouldn’t they?”
 
   “Because they’re soooo dumb.  They thought I was making it up.  As if.”
 
   Melanie is glad this is a phone conversation so Moon can’t see her run a hand over her face in exasperation.  She can understand what the police had gone through.  “How about you start at the beginning, Miss Moon?”
 
   “Well, I was at one of our meetings in San Francisco.  The band was totally killing it.  Everyone was really into it.  There was this flash of light.  I thought at first it was an effect, but then people started screaming.  And like a half-dozen girls were gone.”
 
   “Are you sure they didn’t just leave?”
 
   “Not unless they left naked.  That’s the weird part:  their clothes were still there but there was no one in them.  It was like someone had beamed them up.”
 
   “And at this ‘meeting’ had you been drinking?  Maybe smoking a joint?”
 
   “You sound like the pigs.  I thought you might believe me.”  Moon’s voice sounds more like that of a woman in her fifties when she says, “I didn’t imagine this.  Neither did anyone else.  Those girls vanished right out of their clothes.  When I posted about it on our Facebook page, I found out stuff like this happened all over the place at like the same time.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “You’re the spy.  You tell me.”
 
   Melanie closes her eyes and then pinches the bridge of her nose.  “I’ll look into it,” she says, hating herself for giving in to another wild goose chase.  “I’ll let you know as soon as I find anything.”
 
   “Thanks, Mel.  I knew I could count on you.  If you’d like to talk about this in person—”
 
   “That won’t be necessary.  I’ll call if I find anything.”
 
   Melanie hangs up the phone.  Mom pats her on the shoulder.  “Thank you, honey.  I know that woman is a bit nuts, but I don’t think she’d make up something like this.”
 
   “I hope you’re right,” Melanie says.  Then she turns to her computer to get to work.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Diane has a bag packed already.  She keeps several bags stuffed with clothes and other supplies for when she might need to leave in a hurry.  It’s something she learned from her days as an assassin, when the fuzz might come knocking on her door at any moment.  Now it’s more to save time before a mission.
 
   She only has to go into her bedroom and grab the bag, but she’s not quick enough.  She’s in the living room when she hears Tonya ask, “Where are you going?”
 
   Diane lets out a sigh.  She had hoped she could wait to tell Tonya over the phone to save considerable effort.  Now she’ll have to do it the hard way.  “I got new orders.  Have to get to the airport.”
 
   “Orders?  Already?  You just got back.”
 
   “You know how it is:  no rest for the wicked.”
 
   When Tonya grabs her arm it would be easy enough for Diane to spin around and break it.  Without that suit of hers, Tonya is a relatively puny girl.  She resists the urge, doing nothing as Tonya says, “You’re not in any shape for a mission.  You haven’t recovered from the last one.”
 
   “I’m fine, love.  Doctor gave me a clean bill of health after I got back.”
 
   “It’s nice you want to be a hero and all, but you can’t work yourself to a frazzle.  Tell Melanie to find someone else to do whatever it is.”
 
   “Like who, Garlak?  We’d have an international incident in hours.”
 
   “Ask Starla or Alan.  They’re the real superheroes.”
 
   “This isn’t a job for superheroes.  It’s for my sort.”
 
   “Diane, please.  You can’t keep doing this.”
 
   “Don’t have much choice about it, love.”  She turns and leans forward to kiss Tonya on the lips.  There’s still a little part of her that recoils at this, tells her girls are supposed to kiss boys, yet kissing Tonya feels right to the rest of her.  “I got a job to do.”
 
   “Where’s she sending you this time?”
 
   “I’d rather not say.”
 
   “What, you don’t trust me?”
 
   “I don’t need you butting in.”
 
   “You seemed grateful for my help in Australia.”
 
   “Fine.  If you must know, I’m going to Africa this time.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “One of those places that keeps changing its name.  If you want, find some business to take care of in Nairobi or some such place.”
 
   “We have been considering a facility in Africa.  Maybe I could scout some locations.”
 
   “Attagirl.  I’ll call you when I’m done—or when I need backup.”
 
   They kiss again, deeper this time.  Then Diane is able to grab her bag and go.  At least this time they managed it without a bunch of tears and Tonya threatening to leave.  The girl is as smart and capable as there is and yet she’s so damned clingy.  Diane expects one day to come back and find a rabbit boiling in a pot like that old movie.
 
   Case in point, Tonya texts her a half-dozen times on the way to the airport.  It’s just the stupid emoticons and stuff like “Miss U Already” that a dopey teenager would send to her boyfriend.  It seems some take to becoming younger a lot easier, like that CotR rabble.  She wouldn’t be surprised if Tonya started to take up with them, go to those raves they call “meetings” and go on group trips to the mall.  It makes Diane almost glad to be heading to a part of the world largely free of such nonsense.
 
   The cab drops her at the private airport in Atomic City where the fat cats keep their flying yachts.  A Holloway Corp LearJet is waiting for her, a bimbo stewardess grinning at her as she boards.  The leather seats and lack of any other passengers make it better than flying commercial, but the constant mothering of the stewardess grates on Diane after six hours.
 
   To avoid the woman’s pestering, Diane curls up on a couch to take a little nap.  She should enjoy this soft bed while she can; she isn’t likely to find anything like it out in the jungle.  She closes her eyes, but can’t make her mind stop thinking.
 
   Mostly she thinks of Tonya.  How much longer will the girl remain with her?  Tonya is a pretty kid and so smart and sure of herself.  She’s coming into money too now that her solar venture is operational.  By all rights she probably has admirers of both sexes lined up around the block.  How long is she going to keep waiting for Diane to settle down?
 
   The thought of settling down occurred to Diane at times during her career as an assassin, usually when she was in some dump on a job or hiding from the law.  She’d sit on a hard motel bed, stare up at the water-stained ceiling while the couple next door fucked as loudly as if they were filming a porno, and wonder why the hell she didn’t just take the money she had and set herself up in some nice town in the country.
 
   The problem had always been not knowing what else to do.  Killing people had been her only great skill, the only thing she could do well.  Without that, what could she do?  
 
   It was Melanie who had given her the way out, first with the Super Squad Auxiliary and then with GAIA.  And as much as Diane wanted to go back to school, to make something more of herself, she isn’t sure how that will go.  School had never much interested her as a boy; she doubts it will hold her interest now.
 
   When a hand touches her shoulder, Diane instinctively reaches for a gun that isn’t there.  The stewardess is still grinning like an idiot; maybe she’s a robot or maybe Robin Holloway employs brainwashing techniques on her stewardesses.  “I’m sorry, ma’am, but it’s time to land.”
 
   “Thank you,” Diane grumbles.  The stewardess helpfully leads her to a seat where she can buckle up for the landing.  The hours on the couch didn’t make her feel much more rested; she’ll have to gut this out.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie read the posts on the Church of the Restoration’s Facebook page to verify Sunny Moon’s phone call.  Apparently these disappearances happened pretty much simultaneously on five different continents.  In every incident the police shrug it off, which Melanie can understand given how goofy the CotR’s members are.  Still, this many events indicate it can’t be a coincidence.
 
   That is unless Sunny Moon and her people are using LSD or some other hallucinogen at all of their “meetings,” which would not be a surprise.  Melanie needs more information, but GAIA’s computer network was outdated by several generations of computer technology.
 
   For that reason she heads home to Redoubt City.  Mom comes with her, eager to get a little more time with Jasmine.  Melanie isn’t sure what the deal is with Mom and Robin’s butler, whether they’re friends or friends with benefits.  There are some questions not even the head of a spy agency wants to ask.
 
   Jasmine answers the door.  It still gives Melanie pause to see the brunette in her mid-thirties who had been an elderly bald man.  “Good afternoon, Mistress Melanie.  And Miss Amis.  Wonderful to see you again.”
 
   “Is Robin here?”
 
   “I’m afraid not.  She has some business to deal with.”  Jasmine leads them inside the mansion.  “Is this visit personal or professional?”
 
   “Professional mostly.  There’s some information I need to find.”
 
   “Ah.  I should warn you Mistress Jessica is in the bunker.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Melanie turns to her mother.  “This might take a little while.”
 
   “That’s fine, honey.  I’ve been looking forward to beating Jasmine at a few hands of bridge.”
 
   Melanie hopes that’s all her mother and Jasmine will be up to.  She leaves the two women to their own devices while she heads down a hidden staircase to the bunker.  The lights are off except for the glow of the theater-sized computer monitor.  This provides enough light that Melanie can see the vague shapes of Midnight Spectre’s array of vehicles.  It’s a far more impressive armory than anything GAIA has.
 
   She stops at the bottom of the stairs to call out, “Jessica?”  No one answers.  “Miss Murphy?”  Still no answer.  “Outcast?”
 
   “What do you want?” a voice hisses.
 
   “I need to find some information.  I thought the computers here would be more helpful.  Unless you need them for something.”
 
   “I don’t need computers.”
 
   Melanie sits down in the chair facing the computer screen.  She knows better than to turn on the lights.  Jessica is no doubt wearing her nightvision goggles; a sudden burst of light would blind her.  “I haven’t seen you in a while,” Melanie says as she begins to type.  “How are things?”
 
   “None of your business.”
 
   “I suppose not.  Robin says your grades have been good.”
 
   “School isn’t hard.  I already did it once.”
 
   “That’s true.”  Melanie hasn’t looked over her shoulder, but from the sound of Jessica’s voice she must be close by.  She doesn’t understand why the girl dislikes her so much, always acting like Melanie is a threat to her.  Sometimes Melanie wonders if the girl might have a crush on Robin and sees Melanie as the opposition.  Or maybe it’s that Melanie was the first Outcast, a mantle Jessica took up after Robin convinced her to stop living on the street and come live with her.  If she weren’t so young and didn’t hate Melanie so much, Jessica would make for a great GAIA agent.  Unlike Diane or Garlak—or Melanie—Jessica already has covert ops training from her previous life as a Navy SEAL.  
 
   Jessica practically whispers into her ear, “What are you looking for?”
 
   “There were some disappearances recently.  A bunch of Church of the Restoration members.”
 
   “Freaks,” Jessica says, apparently not aware of the irony of a teenage girl who dresses in a black catsuit and mask to beat up criminals saying this.  Melanie could also point out that like the CotR, Jessica has elected to remain sixteen instead of making herself an adult again.  The reasons for this are hard for Melanie to understand; not even Robin knows, except it has something to do with the death of Captain Jake Howe, Jessica’s father.
 
   The computers in the bunker allow Melanie to bring up the locations of all the disappearances on a global map.  Then she adds to this disappearances under similar conditions at roughly the same time.  Blips appear all across the map.  The computer reports at least five hundred such disappearances in all.  This was clearly a lot bigger than the CotR and Sunny Moon.
 
   Melanie leans back in her chair to stare at the map.  How could something like that happen?  She remembers what Sunny Moon said about the abducted girls, how their clothes had remained behind while the rest of them vanished.  A few years back Robin’s former partner Ezekiel Stanford—going by the name the Tinker—had created a system of teleporters that allowed him to send giant robots from Titan to Earth in an instant.  Stanford died on Saturn’s moon, but could someone have created their own teleporter to abduct people around the globe?
 
   “That’s a lot of people,” Jessica says.  “They all went missing at the same time?”
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   The girl comes to stand next to Melanie at the computer.  She’s dressed in the same black catsuit Melanie had worn as the Outcast, only Jessica’s is a lot bigger since she’s about six inches taller than Melanie.  She’s added a little muscle, but her frame still has a gawky look to it indicating she hasn’t filled out quite yet.  “What’s the connection?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The connection.  No one would abduct a bunch of random people.”
 
   “You’re probably right.”
 
   “Of course I’m right,” Jessica growls.  She squats down next to the chair to watch as Melanie begins cross-referencing the names to search for anything in common.  Many of them have CotR connections, but not all.  Most are girls, but there are some boys in the mix as well.
 
   “This might take a while,” Melanie says.  “Any idea when Robin is due back?”
 
   Jessica shrugs.  “Probably when it gets dark she’ll ask me to bring the car out.”
 
   “She lets you drive?”
 
   “It’s not like I haven’t done it before.”
 
   “I meant she usually prefers to drive.”
 
   “Maybe you were a shitty driver.”
 
   “Maybe.  If she does call, could you tell her I’m down here?  I could use her help with this.”
 
   “Fine.”  Jessica gets to her feet.  “I’m going up to the gym.  Have fun with your research.”  The way she says the last word makes research sound like a root canal.  To a hothead like Jessica it probably is.
 
   When Melanie’s cell phone rings a few minutes later she hopes it’s Robin, but then sees it’s from Tonya.  She already has a good idea what this will be about when Tonya shouts, “What the fuck is your problem?  Diane’s back in town hardly a day and you send her off on another mission?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tonya.  It’s important.”
 
   “She almost died on that last mission thanks to you.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “You sent her there without any backup.  If I hadn’t been close by she’d be rotting in a shallow grave in the Outback.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  She wasn’t supposed to engage in a firefight.  It was just a recon mission.”
 
   “So it’s her fault?  That’s what you’re saying?”
 
   “No.  It’s my fault.  I shouldn’t have sent her there without a better idea of what she was getting into.”
 
   “Sounds like you’re doing that again.  I thought you were our friend.”
 
   “I am, but this is important—”
 
   “Fuck you, Melanie.  I told her not to join your stupid little circus.  You don’t have any idea what you’re doing.  You’re just a stupid kid.”
 
   “Tonya, please—”
 
   “This is the last time.  You got it?  She gets back from this and you ease her out of the field.  Let her find something else to do.”
 
   “Tonya—”  But the connection has already been broken.  Melanie sighs and then sticks her phone back in her pocket.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Diane doesn’t usually get motion sickness, but the way this little bush plane bumps around, she might heave at any second.  She starts to wish she’d taken a car, but it’d probably be about the same given the state of the “roads” around here.  Times like this she can see why James Bond is always hanging around casinos and beaches; this sort of terrain is for the birds.
 
    There’s not even a proper runway for the plane to land on.  It’s a swath of dried dirt amidst a lot of tall grass.  The pilot circles around once, probably to make sure no elephants or lions or whatever lives around here are hanging about.  Or any of the various “armies” that claim this as their turf.
 
   She’d ask the pilot what to expect, but he doesn’t speak English.  She’s not sure what language he does speak, probably some tribal dialect.  Diane’s done some studying on languages, but her focus was on the European ones given that was where she had done most of her business.  Too bad GAIA doesn’t have a universal translator like on television.
 
   Her stomach jumps up to her throat as the pilot brings the plane down into a steep dive.  She closes her eyes so she won’t have to watch the ground coming up at her.  Still she can feel the plane going down.  She clenches her jaw as the plane bounces along the runway.  It finally comes to a stop, though the pilot keeps the engine running.
 
   He says something to her in that language of his.  She nods to him and then takes off her seatbelt.  She grabs her bag from behind the seat and then hops down to the ground.  She gives him a little wave before she dashes off into the tall grass.  She’s on her own now.
 
   In her bag she has a GPS device to help her avoid getting lost.  That isn’t her greatest worry by far.  She’s more worried of running into poachers, bandits, or wild animals.  To comfort herself she takes the Desert Eagle from its holster and checks to make sure it’s ready to fire.
 
   She also has a knapsack filled with water that will be more valuable than the gun.  There’s no telling what’s in the water around these parts, everything from animal shit to diseases that haven’t been seen by Western medicine yet.  Despite the heat she makes sure to wear a long-sleeved jacket and pants to help protect her from any poisonous bugs or plants around here.  Maybe she’s being paranoid, but in her business that’s never a bad thing.
 
   For the moment the worst part is boredom.  The trees and plants are beautiful, but the silence compared to the busy streets of London or Atomic City is enough to drive her mad.  She wishes she could pop in her earbuds to listen to some music, but she has to be alert.  
 
   Why did she let Melanie do this to her?  She’s not Indiana Jones or Lara Croft or one of those other treasure-seeking heroes always tramping around in some jungle or desert.  She’s a trained assassin, one who’s spent most of her time in the urban jungle.  She doesn’t have any business in this part of the world.
 
   She reaches for her pistol as she smells smoke.  There must be someone nearby.  Poachers?  Bandits?  Probably not a young couple on their honeymoon.  She tries to make her way quietly through the brush, but it still seems like she’s making as much noise as an elephant.  Seems every step she takes she snaps a branch.
 
   As it turns out, she doesn’t need to have any worries.  The smoke she’s smelled wafts from a village of crude huts—what’s left of it.  From the look of it, someone torched the whole place.  She keeps the gun in her hand as she searches through the ashes.  She’s relieved not to find any humans amongst the ash.  Yet that’s also troubling as in a fire this big you’d expect someone not to make it out.  That there’s no one left makes her wonder if someone emptied out the village and then set fire to it to cover their tracks.
 
   There’s a dirt path leading from the village.  A lot of footprints have worn into it.  Most have the shape of a bare foot or a crude sandal, but there is a set of boot prints.  These are fresh enough that they probably came from whoever set fire to this place.
 
   She doesn’t see much to do except to follow those prints.  Whoever made them is probably the bloke she needs to have a chat with.
 
   *** 
 
   When Melanie hears footsteps she assumes it must be Jessica.  Then she hears Robin say, “Howdy stranger.”
 
   “You’re back?  I told Jessica—”
 
   “And I told her I wanted to surprise you.  Looks like mission accomplished.”  Robin bends down slightly to kiss Melanie on the cheek.  She’s still dressed in a gray suit, meaning she came here from Holloway Corporation’s headquarters.
 
   “How are things at the office?”
 
   “Stock’s still in the toilet.  Still fighting off hostile takeovers.  If it weren’t for your girl Tonya I’d probably be homeless by now.”
 
   “That bad?”
 
   Robin shrugs.  “It is what it is.”  Robin pulls up a seat next to Melanie.  “I see you brought your mom.  Her and Jasmine are cuddling on the couch.”
 
   “Gross.”
 
   “Come on, I think they’re cute.  They’re like a junior high couple, no idea what to do with themselves.”
 
   “That’s probably for the best.”
 
   “Just think, when they get married we’ll practically be sisters.”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   Robin runs a hand along Melanie’s back to massage it.  Melanie closes her eyes and sighs; it’s been so long since they’ve done this.  “What’s the matter?  Jessica said you’re looking into some kidnappings?”
 
   “Disappearances.  People vanished right off the face of the Earth.”  She tells Robin about Sunny Moon’s call and then what little she’s gleaned from the computer.  “You think it’s some more alien technology?”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised.”  Robin’s face turns serious, into its grim Midnight Spectre mask.  The time for play has passed; now it’s time to get to work.  “We’ve got enough of it running around thanks to those ‘Peacekeepers.’”
 
   “You think they could be involved?”
 
   “I’m not the one to ask about that.  Go see the elf.”
 
   “I suppose I should.”  Melanie turns back to the computer screen, where hundreds of images and vital statistics are running across the screen.  “There has to be a connection.  It’s like Jessica said:  no one would kidnap this many people at random.”
 
   “You want me to look into it?”
 
   “If you could.  Any idea where Kila is?”
 
   “Focal City last I knew.  Maybe you should say her name three times in a mirror and see if she appears.”
 
   “I don’t think it works that way.”
 
   “Just a thought.”
 
   Melanie leans over to kiss Robin again; it might be the last time she gets a chance for a while.  Upstairs she finds Mom with her head on Jasmine’s shoulder, apparently asleep.  Robin’s right that they do make a cute couple, even if the idea of her mother and Robin’s surrogate father together makes her queasy.  She decides not to wake Mom as she creeps over to the door.
 
   The helicopter is still waiting on the lawn, the pilot snoozing in his seat.  She taps him on the shoulder.  “I need to get to the airport,” she says.  Once she’s back in the passenger compartment she takes out her phone to arrange a flight to Focal City.  It would be simpler to call Kila, but it might be more educational to see what the Galactic Peacekeeper is up to.  And maybe on the way Melanie will get a better idea of what she’s dealing with.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   The blackened circle burned into the ground is all that remains of the first village Diane comes to.  She tucks her pistol back into its holster; she clearly isn’t going to need it here.  Any threat had already been destroyed.
 
   She kneels down to scoop up a handful of ash.  She doesn’t have a bunch of fancy sensors like Tonya, but she does have her nose.  The petrol smell of napalm is hard to miss.  She shakes her head; it’s a wonder the whole jungle didn’t burn down.
 
   Though she knows it’s pointless, she searches through the ash for any evidence.  There is nothing except bits of pottery and metal.  Not even any bones.  That doesn’t seem possible unless someone cleared the village out before they dropped the bomb.  Why would anyone go to that much trouble?
 
   A rustle in the brush prompts her to reach for her pistol again.  She steadies herself in a crouch, waiting for a leopard or panther or whatever they have around here.  The rustle sounds far too gentle for a rhino or elephant, which is a good thing since not even her TEC-9s could put a hole in those.  If she’s lucky it’s something benign like a bird or antelope.
 
   The last thing she expects is a woman to emerge from the jungle.  With her dark skin and hair she could be a native, except all she needs is the pith helmet to look like the stereotypical British explorer.
 
   “You’re not one of them,” the woman says with a British accent.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The men who took everyone away.”
 
   “And who were they?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Mercenaries or poachers.  I don’t know.”  The woman raises her hands as if to surrender.  “Which side are you with?”
 
   Diane reaches slowly into a pocket to take out her tin badge.  “I’m Major Diane Giordano, GAIA.”
 
   “What’s GAIA?”
 
   “Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency—I think.”
 
   “You think?”
 
   “The acronym is usually good enough.  Who are you?  Not one of the natives, I take it.”
 
   “I used to be.  I was born in these parts, but my parents took me to England when I was small.”
 
   “You picked a bad time to revisit the old stomping grounds.”
 
   “Yes, quite.”  The woman lowers one arm to hold it out for Diane to shake.  “I’m Dr. Khala Pierce.”
 
   “Pierce?”
 
   “That’s my married name.”
 
   Diane’s eyes narrow.  “I don’t see a wedding ring.  Someone take it?”
 
   “My husband died quite some time ago.  If you must know.”
 
   “So you’re one of those ‘second chancers,’ yeah?  You with Moon’s gang?”
 
   “Certainly not.  I can explain myself, but first could you be good enough to lower your weapon?”
 
   Diane slips the pistol back into its holster.  From all appearances this is a harmless young woman.  She doesn’t seem the sort who’d even know how to use a gun.  “All right, talk.”
 
   “Perhaps we should get out of here before they come back?”
 
   “I think they’re pretty satisfied with their handiwork, love.”
 
   Pierce glares at her.  “You seem quite crude for a military officer.”
 
   “I’m not really with the military.  You might say the rank is ceremonial, like one of those rock stars who gets knighted.”
 
   “And this GAIA, are they a legitimate organization?”
 
   “Yes.  We’re just a bit underfunded at the moment.”
 
   Pierce motions to a charred log at the edge of the blast zone.  “Would you mind if I have a seat?  I am young now, but it’s been quite trying these last twenty-four hours.”
 
   “Knock yourself out, Doctor.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Then Pierce begins to relate her story.
 
   *** 
 
   Before the alien weapon was used across the world, Pierce had been a tottering old woman, a physician retired out to the country, where her half-dozen grandchildren and two great-grandchildren would visit her on holidays.  She didn’t have much to look forward to except a long, dull slide into the end.
 
   After the weapon was used and after Omega’s defeat, Pierce found herself a young woman again, about thirty years old.  Like the rest of the elderly, she’d been given a second chance at youth.  But the weapon hadn’t brought her husband back to life, nor could it restore her practice.
 
   Then she heard of the devastation back in her native land and decided to use her second chance to reconnect with her heritage.  She loaded up a cargo plane with medical supplies and food and then headed out.  Her grandchildren warned her how dangerous the area had been before the alien invasion; it was many times worse now.  Pierce refused to listen.
 
   At first everything went well.  She brought truckloads of supplies into the interior.  She established a clinic in the village where she had been born.  At last she was home.  She even had thoughts she might spend the rest of her second life here.
 
   Then one day she went off to a neighboring village to help a woman with a complicated birth.  By the time she came back, it was too late.  “They were herding the women into trucks.  The animals must have already killed the men as I only saw women and girls taken away.  I suppose it must seem cowardly that I stayed in the jungle to watch.”
 
   “Sounds smart to me,” Diane says.  “No sense ending up with them.”
 
   “Perhaps.  Once the trucks had gone I came out of hiding.  That was when I heard the jet engines.  I barely made it to a safe distance before that bomb went off.  In seconds everything—the whole village—was obliterated.  Almost completely erased.  My clinic, all my supplies—my home—all gone.  It was ghastly.”
 
   “Is that it?”
 
   “Yes.  I suppose I must have been a bit in shock as I didn’t leave this area.  I sat in the jungle until you came along.”
 
   “So no idea who those blokes were?”
 
   “No.  I am fairly certain they are not native to this region.”
 
   “Hired muscle, then.  Not a surprise.”
 
   “Can you stop them?”
 
   “Me?  I doubt I could fight a whole army.  Best thing to do now would be to get you back to civilization and contact my boss.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   “She’ll try to send in backup.  She’s on good terms with the Super Squad.”
 
   Pierce shook her head.  “No, that simply won’t do.  By the time you return me to ‘civilization’ and your supervisor’s backup arrives the trail will have gone completely cold.”  The woman gets to her feet.  “There’s still a chance we can find them.  Perhaps we can even save them.”
 
   “I told you, I can’t fight a whole army.”
 
   “Perhaps not, but you won’t be alone.  Give me one of those weapons you keep so conveniently next to your bosom.”
 
   Diane’s face warms a little as she looks down at the TEC-9s beneath her armpits.  “You know how to use one of these?”
 
   “I’ve played some of those awful video games with my grandchildren, though I will admit they usually beat me quite handily.”
 
   “Our chances have certainly improved then,” Diane grumbles as she hands one of the guns over.  Then they set out into the jungle.
 
   *** 
 
   Somewhere over Iowa the phone rings.  Melanie isn’t surprised to hear Kate King’s voice on the other end.  “Hello, General.  I’m working on a story that I thought you might comment on.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Has Sunny Moon been talking to you?”
 
   “What gives you that idea?”
 
   “An educated guess.”  Melanie heaves a sigh.  It’s no surprise Sunny Moon’s gone to the press about this; she isn’t the most patient person in the world.  “You know I can’t say anything about an ongoing investigation.”
 
   “So you are investigating.”
 
   “We’re looking into various leads at this time.  You knew that or you wouldn’t have called.”
 
   “You know me too well.  What’s my next question going to be?”
 
   “The Super Squad is not involved at this time.  I haven’t contacted Apex Girl about the situation—yet.”
 
   “You don’t think she can help?”
 
   “Apex Girl is very busy these days.  I don’t like to contact her until I have something solid.”
 
   “What about the cavewoman?  Is she involved?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “There are a lot of people in Atomic City who think she should be in jail after she trashed a half-dozen blocks downtown.”
 
   “They’re welcome to that opinion.  Garlak didn’t kill anyone.  She didn’t understand what was happening to her.  Given her prior record, the local police dropped the charges.”
 
   “What about that assassin of yours—Hunter?”
 
   “Hitter.  Or Diane Giordano as she’s known these days.  She’s working another case.”
 
   “I heard rumors she stirred up something in the Outback recently.  Any comment on what that was about?”
 
   “It’s classified.”
 
   “Not being very helpful today.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I don’t like doing this, but it’s global security.”
 
   “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised a smart girl like you figured out how to play the game so quick.”
 
   “I’ve always been a quick learner.”
 
   “Any bones at all you can throw me?”
 
   “Not right now.  As soon as there is, I’ll let you know.”
 
   “I know I can trust a promise from General Gaia.”
 
   “I’ve never gotten a chance to thank you for that nickname.”
 
   “It suits you.  Especially when you’re in costume.  All you need is a magic shield.”
 
   “Captain America’s shield isn’t ‘magic.’  It’s vibranium—”
 
   “I get it.  Have fun wherever you’re going.”
 
   “I’ll try.  How’s the diet going?”
 
   “Down to a size sixteen.  Still huge, but not a blob anymore.”
 
   “I’m pulling for you.”
 
   “You and me both.  Want me to forward you a copy of this story before it hits the stand?”
 
   “Sure.  Give me a chance to think of how to duck whatever wild allegations you’re making.”
 
   “You know me too well,” she says again, this time with a laugh.  “Stay safe.”
 
   “You too.”  Melanie breaks the connection.  She wishes she could give more information to Kate, but the woman is still far too tenacious a reporter.  In a way it’s worse that they’re friends than if they were strangers; it’s much harder not to be honest with a friend than a stranger.  It’s one of the many sacrifices she’s had to make since creating GAIA.
 
   With a sigh she brings up her phone’s browser to check the latest news, none of it likely to be good.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   The trek through the jungle is a lot slower now.  Pierce might have been born in this area, but she doesn’t seem accustomed to it.  She’s far more like the proper old English woman she was before the alien weapon was used.  She starts hopping around on one leg when she sees a snake on a branch overhead.  Diane shoos it away and then puts a hand over Pierce’s mouth.
 
   “You’re going to wake the dead carrying on like that, love.”
 
   Once Diane has taken her hand away, Pierce says, “I’m sorry, Major Giordano.  I’ve never much cared for snakes.”
 
   “Call me Diane please.  I’ve never much cared for that title.”
 
   “Whyever not?”
 
   “I used to work on the other side of law and order.  You ever hear of Hitter, world-renowned assassin?”
 
   “Certainly a girl like you couldn’t—”
 
   “I wasn’t always this wretchedly cute.”
 
   “I see.  But by now you could have changed yourself back.  The machines—”
 
   “Our fearless prime minister won’t allow that for felons—or former felons.  I change back and I go to prison.”
 
   “I see.  What you’re doing with this GAIA is a sort of penance then.”
 
   “I’ve never much been into religion, especially Catholics.”
 
   “Religion can be quite beneficial.  It certainly helped me after Walter died.”
 
   “Walter your husband?”
 
   “He was.  He was a cardiologist.  We met in medical school.  Is there anyone waiting for you at home?”
 
   “That’s not really your business, is it?”  Diane turns and then stomps deeper into the jungle.  This old woman is like being with Melanie, another pleasant do-gooder trying to solve all the world’s problems.
 
   “I didn’t mean to pry, Major—Diane.  It’s a force of habit I suppose from the last ten years sitting around the garden having tea with the other old ladies of the neighborhood.  Nothing to do but gossip about this and that.”
 
   “I’m not one of your little old ladies.”
 
   “Certainly not.  You’re a strapping young lady.  You seem quite capable.  I suppose that must be from all your years as a hired killer.”
 
   “I learned how to survive long before that if you must know.”
 
   “But your job never took you here before, did it?”
 
   “There were already enough killers here.”
 
   “You’re quite right.”  Pierce finally must be getting tired enough to shut her gob.  Diane welcomes the relative silence, though Pierce is still making about as much noise as an elephant.  If they do catch up to whoever destroyed the village, the blokes will be sure to hear them coming.  With all the noise Pierce is making, maybe they’ll think a whole army is on their tail.
 
   It’s hard to tell time since the sky is usually blotted out by the trees.  Diane has to rely on her watch to know it’s nearly dawn.  She signals for Pierce to halt.  “We’re stopping here?”
 
   “They probably will be too.”
 
   “Then shouldn’t we keep going to catch up to them?”
 
   “I thought you might need a rest.”
 
   “I’m not so feeble as I once was.”
 
   “Quite,” Diane says with her best posh accent.  “But I haven’t got much rest since I came to this hellhole.”
 
   She sits on a fallen tree and then opens her backpack for two bottles of water and two ration bars.  With Pierce along her supplies will last half as long as she intended, but there’s no way around that.  They’ll have to hope they can find somewhere to resupply before they have to start hunting for grubs and drinking the fetid water that’ll probably kill them both.
 
   Of course Pierce can’t resist the chance to run her mouth again.  “If only my grandchildren could see me now.  It took them all by surprise when I decided to do this.  None of them thought I was serious.  Traipsing through the jungle isn’t for an old English woman, even if she’s no longer old.”
 
   “You’ve certainly proved them wrong.”
 
   “Do you have any family?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “How unfortunate.  My life would have been considerably less pleasant without Walter and the children.  Being a GP I helped plenty of people, but family truly gave my life meaning.”
 
   “We’re not all that lucky.”
 
   “I’m sorry, young lady.  I’ve hit another nerve, haven’t I?”
 
   “You seem to have a knack for it.”
 
   “I certainly do,” Pierce says with a laugh.  “It set my husband off quite a few times to be sure.”
 
   “I know how he feels.”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s much worse when I’m nervous.”
 
   “Wonderful.”
 
   “You’ve been quite a dear for putting up with it so far.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Diane takes a long pull from her water bottle, followed by biting off half her ration bar.  “Haven’t thought of anything else about those blokes who raided the village, have you?”
 
   “No.  I wish I could be more helpful.”
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ll find them.  Then we’ll get your village back so you can get to your business again.”
 
   “I hope so.  I’ve heard of all the terrible things that go on here:  smuggling, poaching, drugs, and even human trafficking.  Do you suppose that could happen to those poor girls?”
 
   “It’s possible.”
 
   “How awful it must be for them to be in the clutches of those…those fiends.”
 
   “Once we catch up to them, we’ll put the hurt on them.  I promise.”
 
   “I trust you, Diane.”  Pierce gets to her feet.  She stretches her muscles as if she’s woke up from eight hours of sleep.  “I’m ready to get going again if you are.”
 
   “Sure,” Diane says.  The sooner they find who attacked the village, the sooner Diane can be rid of Pierce.  This thought is enough to double her pace.
 
   *** 
 
   The Galactic Peacekeeper office in Focal City is even smaller than the GAIA office in Atomic City.  Kila doesn’t have a secretary or much of a desk, only a metal desk probably salvaged from basement storage.  She has her elfin ears hidden by her long silver hair, but there’s no way to hide her lavender skin without a full mask.
 
   She has learned enough about human customs to hold out her hand for Melanie to shake.  “It is good to see you again, General Amis.”
 
   “It’s good to see you too.  I heard you and Starla had quite a time out in space.”
 
   “It was rather interesting.  And quite beneficial for Starla.”
 
   Melanie nods.  Kila had located Starla’s home planet, which she thought had been destroyed.  The people were all gone, but Starla had found a hologram of her mother amongst the wreckage.  “How have things been going here?”
 
   “It seems we’ve changed all those who desire it.  My superiors indicate our presence will be severely reduced over the next three months.”
 
   “What about the machines?”
 
   “We will take them with us.  I would like to keep some here, but it is far too dangerous given the state of your world governments.  If given the chance they would use the machines as weapons to claim territory.  As Peacekeepers we must strive to prevent that.”
 
   “That’s true.  I suppose if we really need one, Alan Bass can make one.”
 
   “Yes.  He is part of the reason I have been working here.  We need to ensure these machines are properly disassembled before transport.”
 
   “You can’t use your magic wand to send them away?”
 
   Kila reveals very human-like teeth when she smiles.  “You are referring to the human myths called ‘fairy tales,’ are you not?”
 
   “Mostly.”
 
   “Our staffs do not work that way.  For one thing it would require a considerable amount of power to transport an object from Earth to one of our facilities.”
 
   “What about teleporting an object—like a person—from one location on Earth to another?”
 
   “That is possible, though we prefer not to use teleportation.  It can be very risky and it requires a lot of concentration.”
 
   “But it is possible?”
 
   “Yes.  You are not asking this in a purely theoretical sense, are you?”
 
   “No.  There were a large number of disappearances recently.  All at the same time and all in the same manner.”  Melanie describes what she heard first from Sunny Moon and then her and Robin’s research.  “Is it possible a Peacekeeper could be involved?”
 
   “What you are describing is not teleportation.  The clothes would not be left behind in teleportation.  What you are describing is miniaturization.”
 
   “Miniaturization?  As in shrinking the people?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “So it’s possible they could still be there but too small for us to see?”
 
   “That is possible.  I find it unlikely.  There would be no reason to do that, not on the scale you are suggesting.”
 
   “Then what happened?”
 
   “I cannot say.  It does seem there must be Peacekeeper involvement—of our technology if nothing else.  I will have to consult with the others.”
 
   “That reminds me, Diane found a lab in Australia.  It seemed they were trying to get humans to use Peacekeeper staffs.”
 
   “That is impossible.  A staff is coded to the user’s DNA.  It would not work for another being.”
 
   “Is there a way to reset it?”
 
   “Not that I know of.  I will have to consult with the others on the matter.  I will report back to you with my findings.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Melanie leans back in her chair slightly.  “How are you adjusting to life on Earth?”
 
   “Some of it has been difficult.  Your species has many unusual customs that seem to vary from nation-to-nation and even region-to-region.”
 
   “It can be confusing.”
 
   “Starla says I must learn to embrace this chaos if I am to remain here.”
 
   “Are you remaining here?”
 
   “It seems very likely.”  Kila smiles slightly again.  “I have enjoyed a number of your entertainments.  ‘Movies’ and ‘TV’ as you call them.  Your portrayal of alien life is especially amusing.”
 
   “It must be.  Most humans didn’t even believe in alien life until Omega came along.  There are still some who say the whole thing is a big publicity stunt.”
 
   “Humans can be quite stubborn.  It is often a weakness, but sometimes a strength.”
 
   “That’s true.  Stubbornness helped us defeat Omega.  And help from you and the rest of the Peacekeepers—or most of them.”
 
   “We were only making up for our failure to learn of the Elders’ deception earlier.  I hope there is not more deception afoot.”
 
   “We’re both hoping for that.”  Melanie stands up and shakes the alien’s hand again.  They aren’t as close as Kila and Starla, but it helps that Starla is also an alien even if she was raised on Earth.  Melanie hasn’t seen anything in Kila’s yellow eyes or lavender elfin face to indicate she’s been lying; Melanie hopes if there are Peacekeepers involved Kila isn’t among them.  Otherwise she’s going to learn the hard way just how stubborn humans can be.
 
   *** 
 
   At the edge of the jungle, Diane hears a woman’s scream.  She has to grab Pierce before the woman can rush out of hiding.  “You’ll get your fool head blown off like that, love.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m really not good at this, am I?”
 
   “You haven’t had the training.”
 
   “Very true—”
 
   “Now is the time we need to be as quiet as possible.”
 
   Diane’s relieved Pierce only nods at this.  Diane takes out her binoculars to survey the situation.  There’s a clearing ahead of them, the ground turning hillier, with less vegetation.  On a small hill sit at least a half-dozen military trucks.  The markings have been taken off, but those half-tons aren’t used by construction companies or farmers, that’s for certain.  She zooms in to see a white man in camouflage gear armed with an AK-47.  Mercenaries by the look of it.  They could be clearing out the villages at the behest of some local warlord.  Or they might see a chance to make some profit selling human flesh.
 
   Another white man in camouflage steps into her view.  Diane turns up the magnification as high as she can.  She’s seen this man before.  It’s not much of a surprise to find him here, back up to his old tricks again.  
 
   Diane gets to her feet.  She takes off the holsters for her TEC-9s, handing this to Dr. Pierce, who acts as if it’s a live snake.  “Go on, take it.  The rest of my gear too.”
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I know the bloke in charge of this mess.  I’m going to see if I can talk sense into him.  I don’t come back by nightfall, you use my gear and get back to civilization to call for help.  The GPS in there should make it easy to find your way back—”
 
   “You want me to go back by myself?”
 
   “I don’t want that, but there’s a chance—admittedly a small one—I can end this without bloodshed.  That would be the best thing for your friends.  It’s what Melanie would want me to do.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “You’ve made it this far, yeah?  Shouldn’t be too hard to do it in reverse.”  Diane leans down to put a hand on Pierce’s shoulder.  “You’re a tough old bird—even if you talk too much.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you to say.”
 
   “It’s the truth.  You came here knowing full-well how dangerous it was.  That makes you a hero in my book.”  Diane hates having to make a speech like this, but it’s the kind of motivation Pierce needs so she won’t turn into a blubbering heap who ends up food for the snakes or jackals or whatever else.  “You can do this.”
 
   “I could help you—”
 
   “The best way for you to help is to get word to my boss if I can’t.  Her name is General Melanie Amis.  A-M-I-S.”
 
   “Amis.  Like the writer?”
 
   “Don’t ask me, love.  Only reading I do are instruction manuals for weapons.”
 
   Pierce holds out her hand for Diane to shake.  “Good luck, Diane.  I will pray for you.  The Catholic god and the local ones.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll need it.”
 
   Diane tries to look as casual as possible as she emerges from the jungle.  She still has the Desert Eagle in the small of her back in case things go south.  She expects they will, but there’s that small chance she might be able to get him to see reason.  At his core he’s a businessman, like she used to be.  For the right price he might agree to let all of his prisoners go and Melanie has the diplomatic connections to offer him far more than he’s likely to get from his employer.
 
   She makes sure not to look back into the jungle.  She doesn’t want to give them any reason to look back there, where Pierce is hopefully still hiding.  That woman might be a naïve do-gooder who talks too much, but she’s not a bloody fool; she should have the sense to stay hidden so long as Diane doesn’t give her away.
 
   Even from this distance she can sense someone aiming at her.  From this far it would be a difficult shot, but not an impossible one, especially for her.  She certainly made more difficult ones in her career.  She just hopes they don’t have itchy trigger fingers.
 
   To help eliminate this possibility she holds up her arms in surrender.  It’s a pity she doesn’t have a white flag to wave.  She could have broken off a stick and used her bra; they’d probably have gotten a kick out of that.  It’s much too late for that now.
 
   No one shoots her.  As she nears the top of the hill she sees him waiting for her.  He hasn’t changed much in a decade, probably thanks to those alien machines.  His bald head looks an egg dyed pink from the sun while his red beard would be worthy of a Viking.
 
   One benefit of the alien machines is his rotten teeth have been fixed.  They look almost like a movie star’s when he smiles.  “Major Giordano, I presume?”
 
   “Hullo Outback.  You still going by that moniker?”
 
   “No sense changing it.  ‘Course you changed yours, didn’t you?”
 
   “Didn’t have much choice, mate.”
 
   They used to be the same height, but now Outback—also known as Reggie Hogan—is a half-foot taller than her.  He crushes her in a bear hug.  It’s not entirely cordial as she feels one of his hands yank the Desert Eagle from the small of her back.  “Ah, Diane, you haven’t changed.  Inside, at least.”  He holds the pistol up for her to see.  “You don’t trust an old friend?”
 
   “Hard to know who to trust these days.”
 
   “I suppose it is when you’re working for the other side.  Hard to believe my good mate Darrien Giordano is carrying a badge.”
 
   “Darrien is dead.  It’s Diane now.”
 
   “It doesn’t have to be.  How’d you like your balls back?”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Let me show you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   There are at least two-dozen women dressed in rags in the camp.  They’re shackled together to make sure they can’t run off.  To make sure, a dozen men with AK-47s are watching them.  There aren’t any tents, but then Outback probably isn’t planning to stay here long.
 
   “It’s a pity you didn’t get a chance to see me after that machine changed us all into cunts,” Outback says.
 
   Diane can see it in her head:  Outback had probably turned into a young Amazon with long, fiery red hair and breasts each bigger than Diane’s head.  “I’m sure it was something.”
 
   “Thought I’d go crazy every time I looked in the mirror.  You probably felt the same, didn’t you?”
 
   “At times,” Diane admits.  She had wanted to put a bullet in her head so she wouldn’t have to see this adorable face that looks so much like her sister Danielle’s would have if she’d lived long enough.  “I’m getting used to it.”
 
   “I ought to thank you and your new friends for disposing of that Omega bloke.”
 
   “I didn’t have much to do with that.”
 
   “Just as well you took down Geiger and that riff-raff.”
 
   “I was glad you weren’t part of that riff-raff.”
 
   “That comic book villainy isn’t for me.  I’m more interested in money.  Like you used to be.”
 
   “I’m still interested.  This government job has a decent paycheck.  Plus the health benefits are the mutt’s nuts.”
 
   “There’s more money to be made in private contracting these days, especially with so many others out of the game.  You and me could make enough to buy Australia for ourselves.”
 
   “I’ll leave that for you.”  Diane stops to gesture at the prisoners.  “I’m here about them.  How much will it take for you to release them?”
 
   “Afraid I can’t do that, not even for my old mate.”
 
   “Whatever they’re paying you—”
 
   “It’s not about money.  Not this time.”
 
   “I thought you were a businessman.”
 
   “I am, but this is bigger than all that.  I said you could get your balls back.  Don’t that hold no interest for you?”
 
   “I get my balls back, I go to jail.”
 
   “Only if they catch you.”
 
   “Not much of a bet given who they’d send after me.”
 
   “Apex Girl?”
 
   “Or Midnight Spectre.  Maybe the Velocity Family.  Maybe all of them.”
 
   “Or maybe even your girlfriend?  Hard to see you and Ion Man as a couple.”
 
   “Her name is Tonya and it’s none of your damned business.”
 
   “You must really like her to get so angry.”
 
   Diane knows he’s baiting her.  He wants her to take a swing at him.  All she’d do right now is break her hand.  Even her garrote wouldn’t be that much use right now.  She couldn’t reach his neck and even if she could it’d be like trying to strangle a tree stump.  “She saved my arse.  That kind of thing brings people together.”
 
   “I saved your arse and you didn’t try snogging me.”
 
   “You never saved me from anything I couldn’t have gotten out of on my own.”
 
   Outback shrugs.  “Maybe you’re right.  Aren’t you the least bit curious what’s going on here?”
 
   “Won’t matter.  As soon as the Super Squad gets word of it they’ll have you in Gitmo with the others.”
 
   Outback says nothing.  He walks over to one of the trucks and then lowers the gate.  When he yanks off a tarp, Diane sees what she’s been dreading:  one of the machines Alan Bass designed to turn the women of the planet back into men.  This is one of the rural models that could turn a woman into a man or a child into an adult.
 
   “Where’d you get that?”
 
   “We have our ways.”
 
   “You either stole it from a Peacekeeper or one of them gave it to you.  The fact we don’t have any aliens here probably means the latter.”
 
   “I was hoping you’d be more impressed.”
 
   “I’ve seen these before.  My girlfriend built them, remember?”
 
   “Then you know how they work.  I hit one button and you get your balls back.  I hit another and you’ll end up in an old age home.”
 
   “Why hit either one?  I didn’t come here to fight you.  I came to get your prisoners back.”  Diane looks back at the line of girls.  All of them female.  Many of them wear raggedy clothing a few sizes too big.  She thought that was just the poverty of the village, but now she realizes there’s another reason.  “You have a second machine, don’t you?  Or one of those ray guns Stanford designed.  You used it to make them come quietly.  Then one of your friends bombed the village to wipe out any evidence.”
 
   “Top marks for you, Diane.”  He reaches into his pocket for what looks like a pink hairdryer.  First Major Carrie Dalton and then Clownface had used one of those, both of them completely daft.  “I use this on you and you’ll turn into a wee little thing, probably about the age your sister was when she died.”
 
   “How’d you get one of those?”
 
   “My new employer can get almost anything you can think of.”
 
   “The Peacekeepers.  You’re working for one of those bastards.”
 
   “Top marks again.”  He holds up the pink weapon.  “It’s time to decide.”
 
   None of the options hold much appeal.  Becoming a man again will make her a target for the Super Squad or any other law agency—including GAIA.  Becoming an old woman will land her in a home, where nurses will have to change her diapers and mop up her drool.  Not electing either of those she’ll become a little girl, a poor imitation of Danielle; one look at herself then would probably drive her insane.  She could try to escape, but with so many guards she won’t make it and then the prisoners could very likely die.
 
   Diane hangs her head.  “If any part of you is still my friend then put a bullet in my head.  I’d as soon you end it for all time.”
 
   “That’s right heroic of you, Diane.”  He pats her gently on the cheek.  “Much as I might enjoy seeing you as a wee thing or a tottering old dame, you’re much more valuable with your balls back.”
 
   “You son of a bitch.  I’m not going to help you even if—”
 
   A beam of blue light hits her before she can finish.  Diane drops to her knees, pain lancing through her entire body.  It’s as bad going from a woman to a man as the opposite way was.  She presses her eyes closed so she won’t have to watch her breasts disappear and her penis reappear.  From the sound of seams tearing she does know she’s getting bigger, probably back to Outback’s height.
 
   It’s over after a minute.  Diane—Darrien again—lies on the ground, panting and wheezing.  Outback bends down to whisper, “There’s my old mate.  Seeing you as a cunt was enough to make me retch.”
 
   “Fuck…you.”
 
   “That’s no longer possible, my friend.  You know I don’t stand for buggering.”
 
   Two men heft Darrien to his feet.  With his head hanging, he can see he really is a man again.  He’d always thought that would bring relief, but instead he thinks of everything he’s about to lose:  freedom, GAIA, Melanie, but Tonya most of all.  “You…bastard.”
 
   “No worries, mate.  We’ll get you right in the head soon enough.”
 
   Outback steps aside.  Darrien sees a thin black girl wearing a tribal mask that gives her the look of some ancient beast.  In her hands she wields a black metal staff—a Galactic Peacekeeper staff.  As she shouts something in her native language, she whirls the staff around.  Finally she screams as if having an orgasm and brings the staff down on Darrien’s head with surprising gentleness.
 
   The moment the staff touches his head, electricity crackles through his skull.  He lets out one final scream before he passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Only a handful of people in the world can get into the subbasement of Grant Laboratories.  Melanie is one of those select few who has the access.  First she has to submit to a retinal scan, a fingerprint scan, and a voice analysis.  Once all those check out, the elevator proceeds to take her down.
 
   After the alien invasion—and with her newfound importance to the president—Melanie convinced the US government it would behoove them to put more funding into research of alien technologies.  The result is the underground laboratory run by Dr. Alan Bass, also known as Velocity Man.  As someone who’d seen his fair share of alien technology and as one of the smartest people on the planet he was the natural choice to head up the lab.  Since he already worked at Grant and didn’t want to move his family, the subbasement was cleared out and fortified at taxpayer’s expense.
 
   Even after a year Melanie is still surprised to see Alan Bass instead of Allison Bass.  She had never known Alan the first time he was a man, which perhaps accounts for her inability to accept him as a man.  Or maybe it’s that she fought beside Allison so many times first as the adult Velocity Girl and then later as the teenage Velocity Kid.
 
   Alan is hunched over a table.  He doesn’t look up as she approaches.  “I’ll be with you in a moment, General,” he says.
 
   Melanie wonders if the coolness of his voice isn’t the real reason she has trouble seeing him like this.  Allison was far gentler and kinder than this man before her.  The change she knows isn’t her imagination; his wife Sally has talked about it.  Allison and Sally had gone forward in time twenty years, but then Allison and Robin’s clone were flung forward much farther, fused into the same cloud of molecules.  So in a literal sense Alan is not the same person; he carries the clone’s memories with him.  That combined with sixty years spent alone in a desolate future would be enough to change anyone.
 
   Even his smile doesn’t have the same warmth to it.  “What can I do for you, General?”
 
   “It’s Melanie,” she says.  “Remember?”
 
   “Of course.  I thought perhaps this was an official visit.”
 
   “In part.  How are Sally and Jenny getting along?”
 
   “Very well.  Jenny’s a natural.  The hard part is getting her to not push herself too much.”
 
   Melanie nods.  About six months ago Jenny Bass had developed the same superspeed as her parents.  Unlike them, hers was apparently the result of genetics, not a laboratory accident.  She has yet to make her debut as a superhero, but it’s only a matter of time before the whole Velocity Family is called into action.
 
   Alan leads her along rows of workstations where scientists—all carefully vetted by Melanie and Robin—study the alien technology recovered from Omega’s minions, as well as that modified by Stanford and Dr. Roboto.  The process would go easier if Earth’s scientists could access the Peacekeeper database, but that’s not allowed since Earth hasn’t officially accepted Peacekeeper protection.  To do that would require a unified world government, something unlikely to happen even after the invasion.
 
   His office is as small and tidy as Melanie expected.  She sits on a hard vinyl chair.  She accepts a cup of water from the water cooler in the office.  Alan takes one for himself and then sits down.  “I don’t suppose you came down here only to ask about Sally and Jenny, did you?”
 
   “No.”  She tells him about her discussions with Sunny Moon, Robin, and Kila.  “I need to know if it’s possible for humans to use Peacekeeper technology.”
 
   “That’s hard for me to say at present.  Our knowledge about those staffs of theirs is very limited.”
 
   “But is it feasible?”
 
   “I think so, but it would be very difficult.  Kila said each staff is coded to its user.  In theory there’s probably a way to ‘hack’ that system.  The real problem would be the staff is designed to amplify magical abilities.  From what I understand the level of aptitude necessary is very rare, which is why there are relatively few Peacekeepers.”  Alan pauses to take a sip of his water and let his words sink in.  “The reason Kila was able to become one is her father had the aptitude and passed it along—like how I passed my speed to Jenny.”
 
   Melanie sips from her own cup to buy herself some time to think about this.  “Humans can’t do magic.  Not the kind of magic the Peacekeepers do.”
 
   “That we know of.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   “There are people who claim to have supernatural abilities:  precognition, telekinesis, and so forth.  If you give one of those people a Peacekeeper staff, who knows what they could do?”
 
   Melanie shoots to her feet.  Part of the security for the lab includes no lines to the outside world, only a landline to Building Services for maintenance or security issues.  “I’ve got to go,” she says.  She shakes Alan’s hand briefly.
 
   She rushes out of the office, but it’s easy for Alan to catch up to her.  “Anything I can help with?”
 
   “Not yet.  I might have some information for you later.”
 
   “It was good seeing you again, Melanie,” he says as they hurry back towards the elevator.  “Sally and I are proud of the work you’re doing.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   “If you need anything—”
 
   “I’ll let you know.”  She nods to him and then gets into the elevator.
 
   Once she’s back on the surface she takes out her cell phone.  She types in the secure number for the bunker.  She’s glad when it’s Robin who answers, not Jessica.  “I need you to do something for me.  It might be a little difficult—”
 
   Robin snorts at this.  “Just spit it out, kid.”
 
   “Those people who disappeared, I’ve got a theory.  I think they have latent supernatural abilities.  Can you check on that?”
 
   “That really might be difficult.  Fun too.  What are you going to do?”
 
   “I have to pay a visit to Gitmo.”
 
   *** 
 
   In the dark everywhere looks the same.  Dr. Pierce shoves her way through some of the brush, certain she’s making far more noise than she should.  She doesn’t have any idea where she is; the mapping gadget Diane gave to her got lost somewhere along the way.  A lot of her equipment has gotten lost, but at least she still has the guns.  If only she knew how to use them.
 
   She’d waited for hours at the edge of the jungle, trying to see what was happening with Diane.  She tried using the binoculars, but she couldn’t see much besides hulking men with guns and the trucks that had raided the village.  The more the light faded, the more she knew to expect the worst.  Diane would not be coming back.  They had taken her along with the others.
 
   It had been a foolish thing for the girl to do.  As capable as she might have seemed, even she couldn’t hope to take on that whole army by herself.  At the time it had seemed like a good idea to try to negotiate for the release of the villagers, but as time wore on, Dr. Pierce realized how bad the idea had been.
 
   She might have waited in the jungle all night, but around sunset she saw some of the men from the camp coming down the hill—towards her.  Diane must have told them about her.  Dr. Pierce could imagine the torture it must have required to get that girl to talk.  She didn’t have much time to imagine it as she had to begin her panicked flight into the jungle.
 
   Maybe it’s her imagination that she can hear them behind her.  It must be her paranoid imagination telling her they’re gaining on her, that they’ll soon reach through the darkness to grab her arms.  Then again it might not be those dreadful men; it could be an animal behind her, one of those vicious nighttime predators.  
 
   This is all like a nightmare.  Even in her old age she had dreams about this place, fleeing through the dark jungle with a monster on her trail.  She never saw the monster, but now in real life it has a face—or faces.
 
   A branch snaps behind her, far too close for her liking.  They’re behind her.  They’re gaining on her.  Even as a young woman there’s no way for her to outrun them.  If they catch her, they’ll take her to their camp to join Diane and the rest.  She’ll never escape.  None of them will.  They’ll be murdered or sold into slavery.
 
   There’s only one thing she can think of to do.  She jumps into the air, her hands reaching for a branch.  She barely catches one.  She had never been plump, but she had never been muscular either.  There was no reason for a GP in the English countryside to have the muscles of an athlete.  Her regained youth didn’t change that fact.
 
   Despite all this, she pulls herself up onto the branch with only a slight grunt.  She knows she can’t stop there; she has to get as close to the top as she can.  It would be hard to do at any time, but especially in the dark.  Dr. Pierce begins a frantic climb.  The higher she goes, the more she feels like a child again, like Khala, not Dr. Pierce.  She’s pushed down her old life, hidden it away in a secret compartment within her own mind.  That compartment opens now and the memories rush back to her.
 
   She’s done this before.  She sees herself as a scrawny child dressed in rags, scampering expertly up the tree to search for hidden treasures:  food, water, or maybe one of the gods or goddesses the elders in the village spoke of.  She climbed so high she could actually see the moonlight through the branches.
 
   The problem now is she is not that child anymore.  Her body isn’t as lithe, or as little.  She climbs onto a branch only for it to snap beneath her weight.  She tumbles backwards, but those childish instincts save her; she snatches another branch, this one strong enough to hold her.
 
   As she dangles from the branch, she hears voices below.  “I heard something,” says a gruff voice.  The accent sounds Australian.
 
   “I didn’t,” says an almost identical voice.
 
   She continues to dangle from the branch, afraid to make even the slightest move out of fear she’ll draw their attention.  Her scrawny arms are beginning to burn from the effort of keeping her grip on the branch.  Any moment she expects her fingers to slip, to plunge through the branches to land at their feet.  Then she won’t have to worry about being sold into slavery; she’ll be dead long before that.
 
   “Come on, let’s get back.  I hate this fucking place.  Especially at night.”
 
   “What about the boss?”
 
   “He said to look for someone.  If we ain’t found no one by now, we ain’t gonna.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.  But you’re the one telling him.”
 
   “Pussy.”
 
   Their voices fade until she feels comfortable enough to let out a sigh.  Then she swings her feet until she finds another branch.  Her entire body starts to quiver as the adrenaline drains from her.  She presses herself close to the trunk.  So long as no snakes or big cats come up here she should be safe until morning.  Then she can continue her journey.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Guontonimo Bay is still home to the world’s most dangerous criminals.  Unlike in the past, ninety-nine percent of those prisoners are women now.  The felons recaptured after the alien invasion didn’t get changed back to men, the belief being they would be easier to control as women.  It’s a view Melanie didn’t share, but she couldn’t get anyone to listen.
 
   For new criminals, part of the “processing” for male criminals involves having a portable version of the alien weapon used to make them female.  The constitutionality of this is still pending in the Supreme Court.  If asked, Melanie would testify against it.  She’s fought against numerous feminized supervillains; for those of a certain stripe the alien weapon doesn’t hamper their evil urges at all.  For some it makes them worse.
 
   Werner Klinsmann hasn’t been “processed” yet.  “Big shots don’t want to risk scrambling his brain yet,” the warden tells Melanie.  The weapon itself probably couldn’t scramble Klinsmann’s brain, but the psychological trauma of changing sexes could cause a psychotic break or put him into a catatonic state.  For her sake she’s glad those “big shots” haven’t authorized the procedure yet.
 
   Despite that Klinsmann doesn’t look capable of harming anyone over the age of five, he’s shackled and chained to the table in the interrogation room.  The dark circles around his eyes indicate he hasn’t gotten much sleep since being taken from the Outback.  Melanie looks over at the two burly guards.  “Excuse us please.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” one mumbles.
 
   Ordinarily she would have needed to show them her badge, but to help grease the wheels Melanie changed into the powder blue-and-white catsuit with matching cape and beret she wears for missions—and promotional appearances—as General Gaia.  In a place like this it’s a symbol of her authority, of which side she’s on.
 
   Once the guards have gone, she turns back to Klinsmann.  “Would you like anything?  A drink?  A cigarette?”
 
   “Cigarettes give you cancer.  Only fools smoke those.”
 
   “You don’t need to worry.  In a few days, once they’ve extracted all the information they want, they’ll make you into a cute young girl.”  She pauses to let this thought sink in.  “I bet you’ll end up looking like that girl on the Swiss Miss box.  Or maybe like Heidi.”
 
   “And I suppose you could stop that from happening?  If I agree to help you.”
 
   “It’s possible.  If you agree to help me.”
 
   “And now I am supposed to ask what information you require.”
 
   “I need to know about Peacekeeper staffs.  My agent says your people were working on adapting them for human use.”
 
   Klinsmann looks into her eyes, about the only part of the upper half of her face that’s visible behind the white mask she wears.  “You suffer under the false assumption that becoming a female holds the terror for me that it does for so many others.”
 
   “I see.  How long have you been a woman trapped in a man’s body?”
 
   “Ah, now you attack my manhood.  You are quite entertaining, General Amis.  How old are you:  nineteen?  Twenty?  Much too young to be given such weighty responsibilities.”
 
   “The rest of the world disagrees.”  She leans back in her chair to give her an excuse to break eye contact with him.  She had hoped the fear of becoming a woman would be enough incentive for him to talk.  Now she sees it will be more difficult.  “If you aren’t afraid of becoming a woman, then what is it you want?”
 
   “Freedom.”
 
   “I can’t do that.”
 
   “Did your feeble American educational system ever tell you about the Paper Clip program?”
 
   “It was the program after World War II where the American government brought over Nazi scientists to work for them.”
 
   “Very good, General.  What I want is my own Paper Clip.  I will grant your government my expertise in exchange for the information you require.”
 
   “That’s a tall order.  I’ll have to consult with the chain of command.”
 
   “Of course, General.”
 
   “They might require changing you into a woman as part of the deal.”
 
   “That’s not unexpected.”
 
   “And you’d agree to that?”
 
   “If it’s a necessary sacrifice.”  He leers at her.  “I did make for a striking young woman during the alien invasion.”
 
   Melanie tries to see it, but she can’t.  “In the meantime, how about you give me a sample?  Something I can use to prove you’re cooperating.”
 
   “Very well.  You’re laboring under another false assumption.  You’re assuming we’re trying to retrofit Peacekeeper staffs.”
 
   Melanie considers this.  “You’re trying to build new ones.  Who gave you the specs?  Who’s behind this?”
 
   “All in good time, General.”
 
   She could try to beat the information out of him or otherwise torture him for it as Midnight Spectre usually did.  She knows this room is being monitored by video cameras and microphones.  Beating up a shackled criminal could land her in here in chains.
 
   Instead she nods to him and then goes outside.  “Take him back to his cell,” she tells the guards.  Then she goes to speak with the most powerful people on Earth to get a criminal released.
 
   *** 
 
   Walking through the jungle is much more difficult without Diane along.  It felt so good to have someone to talk to, even if the girl hated to talk.  Khala hadn’t been exaggerating when she said she talked when she got nervous.  That peculiarity is part of the reason she became a GP, not a surgeon as her father would have liked.  There’s no way she could have kept a scalpel steady in her hand while her patient was dying.
 
   In her practice she had largely dealt with minor problems:  colds, flus, and all those old person afflictions.  On occasion someone came in with a deep cut she would have to stitch up.  Those were the worst.  She would start chattering about anything that popped into her head to distract her from the thought of making the cut worse.
 
   This task Diane has given her is clearly beyond her capabilities.  She’s not the sort who can go behind enemy lines, who can endure the pressure of cloak-and-dagger games.  Why hadn’t she given herself up to those men?
 
   She lets out a yelp as a snake slithers along the path in front of her.  She puts both hands over her mouth to keep from making any other noises that might draw its attention.  Her zoology classes are long behind her, so she can’t remember if it’s the kind of snake that’s poisonous.  In this jungle it’s best to assume everything is dangerous.
 
   Another childhood memory comes to her.  An old woman squats on the ground in the village.  A snake is coiled up in front of her.  “You must not fear the snake, young one.  Fear is the enemy.”  Then the old woman expertly grabbed the snake just below its jaws.  The snake’s body wriggled, but its head couldn’t move.
 
   The old woman holds the snake up to Khala.  The snake’s tongue flicks out of its mouth while its body continues to thrash.  Khala is working up the courage to touch its head when the old woman hurls the snake at her.  Khala squeals as she tries to back away.  As she scampers away, she hears the old woman laughing.
 
   It’s no wonder she’s afraid of snakes after such a ghastly incident.  And no wonder she tried not to think about this place all those years in England.  She had become a different person, one who believed in science, in reason, not superstition.  She had accepted God, not gods.
 
   She had become a proper young woman; only her skin and hair testified to where she had come from.  That was the one thing she could never erase, though she had wished desperately for it until she met Walter.  His gentle love had reassured her that her past, her skin, and her hair didn’t matter.  In time she had come to believe it, only doubting it when the occasional new patient or person on the street would give her a look or make some obscene remark.
 
   The snake has returned to the trees, where it belongs.  Khala tries to move faster.  Those nasty men might not be on her trail anymore, but she still needs to find someone she can ask to help.  She needs to contact that General Amis Diane mentioned.  Surely a general will be able to rescue Diane and the others.
 
   At last she reaches the charred remains of her village.  For a moment she waits for another surge of memory, but none comes.  Perhaps it’s because the ground has been wiped clean, the ghosts exorcised by the fire.  It’s a pity the place is gone now, but given the impermanent nature of the structures it shouldn’t be too difficult to rebuild.  Perhaps she could arrange for some lumber, shingles, and other materials to make sturdier homes for her people.
 
   She shakes her head.  It’s a good thing no one is around to listen to her.  She sounds like such a colonialist.  What she hadn’t told Diane is that the people of this village—her village—had not exactly given her a hero’s welcome.  They would certainly have run her out of the area if they hadn’t so desperately needed the food and water.  They didn’t consider her one of them, even if her skin was the same color as theirs.  She had continued to hope for one of those ceremonies where they welcomed her back into the tribe, but everyone had maintained their distance.  The parents refused to let the children speak to her without supervision, as if she might abscond with them like a witch in a storybook.
 
   Khala tramps away glumly from the remains of the village.  This place has never been her home, nor will it ever be.  Her real home is in England, in the sunny little house where she raised her children.  She picks up the pace.  The sooner she can leave this place, the better.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   The guards let her stay in the barracks while she waits for word to come back from on high.  The cots are far from comfortable, but Melanie is tired enough not to care.  Her weariness is more mental than physical after hours spent talking to various heads of state about releasing Klinsmann.  
 
   She can’t really blame them.  A weasel like Klinsmann will probably try to escape the first chance he—or she by then—gets.  There are precautions they can take like an electronic tether, but a scientist like Klinsmann might be able to find a way around that.  Melanie’s suggestion was to implant a tracking device, one small enough that Klinsmann couldn’t remove it without significant medical help.  She’s not sure if that will assuage their fears enough to agree.
 
   In the meantime she had already sent a message to Sally to relay to Alan in his lab.  She wants him to go to Klinsmann’s lab in the Outback to examine what was going on there.  She also sent a message to Tonya to get her opinion.  Now that those messages have been sent, there’s nothing for her to do but sleep—or try to.
 
   The catsuit is at least comfortable enough to sleep in once she takes off the cape.  It’s more comfortable really than her normal clothes.  It reminds her of the pajamas she used to wear as a kid.  It seems so long ago she was a little boy in Power Rangers and Ninja Turtles pajamas, getting kissed on the forehead by Mom and Dad. 
 
   Not even in his wildest fantasies had he ever imagined this is how life would turn out.  Obviously he’d never fantasized about becoming a girl.  He had thought of becoming a superhero, it’s part of what had drawn him to Robin, the way she’d disposed of bullies picking on him as if she were Batgirl—he hadn’t been far off the mark.
 
   He’d always pictured it like in the comics and movies:  the costume, the secret hideout, and beating up both super- and non-supervillains.  Instead she had an office, paperwork, and meetings like any normal office drone.  She had shady backroom deals to make with criminals instead of beating them up.
 
   If Robin’s clone hadn’t allied herself with Omega, hadn’t used the alien sex-changing ray on the whole world, Melanie could be in Redoubt City, working some lame tech job in the day while at nights going out as Robin’s sidekick.  Klinsmann had said she was much too young for this job and he was right.  At twenty-three she is by most measures still a kid.  At most companies she would be working an entry-level job.  In another spy agency she’d be a lowly analyst at best, not the head spymaster. 
 
   She wonders if someone like Klinsmann can see these doubts.  She’s never been very good at lying; she had been a good boy.  Somehow lying had become a major part of her job.  All she can tell herself is that she’s trying to do what she can to help the world.  When the world needed someone to rally its few heroes, she had been the one in the best position to do anything.  That’s the philosophy she’s maintained ever since.  At what point will her attempts to help end up hurting the world?
 
   Someone shines a flashlight into her face.  She grunts and then swats at it as if it’s something more tangible than light.  “Sorry, General, but there’s a situation the warden thought you should be aware of.”
 
   Melanie rolls into a sitting position.  She finds her beret to set it atop her hair to make her look more official.  “What is it?”
 
   “They’ve apprehended Hitter.”
 
   “Apprehended?  What are you talking about?”
 
   “There’s a warrant out for his arrest.  Someone spotted him and took him in.”
 
   “His?”  This word sends a jolt through Melanie’s body.  She snatches her cape from the cot and then breaks into a run for the warden’s office.
 
   *** 
 
   All Tonya has to go on are grainy images of the staffs the Peacekeepers use.  Not even Robin Holloway has anything better.  Short of going to Kila to ask for a look at hers there’s not much she can do.
 
   She runs a hand along her face and then takes a sip of cold coffee.  Since she got the call from Melanie a few hours ago she’s gone through the archive of pictures of the Peacekeepers.  They don’t look like much:  a tube of black metal that like a Swiss Army knife can have various instruments pop out of its ends.  Since they’re supposed to run on magic, she can’t even be sure there’s a power source in the traditional sense.
 
   Frustrating as the job might be, she’s glad for it.  All she’s done the last couple days is worry about Diane.  Two years ago she—then he—would have barfed at the thought of sitting around blubbering like a lovesick teenager.  He hadn’t been that way in high school or college.  He hadn’t been a jock, but he’d never let himself get too attached to any of his few girlfriends.  Even when Inertia, the only girl he’d ever considered marrying, had dumped him for her creepy phantom relationship with Velocity Man, he’d never felt this utter desolation inside.  He’d pounded a few beers in a Focal City bar, cursed her up and down as a bitch and a cunt, and then gone home with some easy bimbo.
 
   Now she can hardly think straight.  It hadn’t ever been this bad before, not even when Diane had been in Australia for weeks.  Since the invasion, most of Africa—especially the interior of the continent—is like a real-life Mad Max movie.  There were a few sham governments, but mostly it’s a bunch of gangs or mercenary armies battling each other for turf.  And Melanie had sent Diane into the middle of that.  Without any backup.
 
   As mad as she is at Melanie for that, she’s even madder at Diane for taking such a stupid assignment in the first place.  She knows better than that.  She knows how much Tonya is going to worry about her.  And she does it anyway without batting an eye.
 
   Tonya doesn’t need to be a dating expert to know a reformed assassin isn’t the best relationship material.  On the hierarchy of her hatred, Tonya ranks herself second.  Why did she think Diane would change?  All that talk about settling down, becoming a teacher, it’s all a bunch of bullshit.  She’s not the kind of person who would ever settle down like that.  Tonya’s a complete idiot to think what they have would stop her from gallivanting around the world, kicking over any hornet’s nest that she came across.
 
   She hates herself too for sitting around taking it the way her mother took all her father’s and her brother’s crap over the years.  Is there something genetic that causes the Kinney women—or those who inadvertently become women—to allow abuse to be heaped upon them?  She had always yearned for Mom to stop putting up with it, to make Dad stop drinking and take Brendan to a shrink.  Now here she is doing the same goddamned thing, giving Diane chance after chance because she’s too damned scared to be on her own.  Christ, Garlak is dumber than a post and she doesn’t seem to have any worry about being a single mother—to twins no less.
 
   She growls like a dog when the phone rings and she sees it’s Melanie.  Tonya taps the button to pick up.  “I’ve barely even started.  You could give me a few fucking hours—”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tonya.  It’s not that.  It’s about Diane.”
 
   Despite all her angry thoughts, Tonya immediately feels the tears threatening to burst from her.  “She’s dead?”
 
   “In a sense—”
 
   “She’s brain damaged?  Crippled?”
 
   “No.”  Melanie teases her by taking a deep breath before she says, “She became a man again.  They found him outside a police station in Nairobi.  They ran his prints and the arrest warrant came up.”
 
   “A man?  Why would she do that?”
 
   “I don’t know.  He’s on his way to Guontonimo.  That’s where I am.  I’ll see what I can do for him—”
 
   Months of frustration and rage come out as Tonya screams, “This is your fault, you goddamned stupid cunt!  You made her do this!  You sent her there!  You took her from me!”
 
   “Tonya—”
 
   “Shut the fuck up!”  Tonya’s voice lowers to a menacing growl.  “I’m going to get in my suit and come down there loaded for bear.  You’re going to be the first one on my list.”
 
   “Tonya, please—”
 
   Tonya breaks off the connection.  The phone rings again; she hurls it into a wall.  She won’t get her money back from the cell phone store, but she doesn’t care.  Right now she’s got a promise to keep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Melanie isn’t sure who will arrive first:  the former Diane or her enraged girlfriend.  In either case the entire prison is on alert.  All of the prisoners have been locked down in their cells while all the reserve shifts of guards have been called in.
 
   She’s considered calling Garlak or Starla for some extra muscle.  In either case—especially with Garlak—she worries that might escalate the situation too much.  There shouldn’t be a problem with Diane and with any luck Tonya won’t carry through on her threats once she’s had time to calm down—and sees the firepower arrayed against her.
 
   Once again she goes through her inventory of nonlethal weapons, the shurikens, bolos, and Taser she used to carry as the Outcast and still carries as part of her General Gaia uniform.  None of these will be especially helpful against Tonya, but they should all be able to subdue Diane if there’s any need for it.
 
   She still can’t believe the story the warden told her.  How would Diane change herself back to a man in the disputed territory of Africa?  Even if she could, why would she let herself end up at a police station, knowing full well about the warrant?  Maybe someone has a stolen machine and the temptation was too much for her to pass up.  After the transition he would be weak, easy for someone to tie up and cart off to Nairobi.
 
   Melanie can’t believe that.  Diane’s had plenty of chances to use one of the machines in secret.  For someone as skilled as she is, it would have been child’s play to sneak into a line somewhere with forged credentials or a bribe for someone to look the other way.
 
   Had Tonya been more rational, Melanie might have asked if they’d had any relationship problems recently that could have driven Diane to it.  Diane’s never been the type to talk about her love life; Melanie might never have known about her and Tonya if Tonya hadn’t spilled the beans.  Still, Diane doesn’t seem the sort who’d run off in a snit and do something drastic like that.
 
   The plane glides through the clouds, everything sounding normal.  There’s no indication of any problems.  It all seems perfectly normal.  She’s witnessed prisoner transfers before as the Outcast and General Gaia; there seems nothing amiss with this one.
 
   She doesn’t know why she keeps expecting trouble.  The crew is supposed to keep Diane sedated until she’s safely inside the prison.  It’s just a gut feeling that something is wrong with all of this.  She had never used to get these feelings until she started to work with Robin, who always planned for every contingency.  That sort of paranoia can be infectious.
 
   The jet comes down for a perfect landing.  As it begins to taxi, Melanie and a complement of guards ride out to meet the plane.  She keeps one hand close to a shuriken as the plane comes to a stop and then opens its door.
 
   A stewardess comes first.  She’s blond, with a face much too pretty to be Diane in disguise.  Her smile is just as pretty when she reaches Melanie.  “You must be General Gaia.  We could use a little help getting him down.”
 
   “No problem.”  Melanie motions for two men to go with the stewardess to fetch Diane.  She considers going with them, but she would only get in the way.  It would make her feel better to get there first, to make sure, rather than wait here.
 
   It seems to take forever for the two men to emerge from the plane.  During that time Melanie scans the skies in case Tonya shows up.  The last thing she needs is for Ion Girl to swoop in and blow up the plane out of misplaced rage.  Why did everything have to be so complicated?
 
   At last they appear with a stretcher.  The moment Melanie sees the man, she gasps.  The last time she saw him, he had been trying to kill her.  She’d barely made it to an escape pod on the Super Squad’s headquarters.  The next time they’d met, the alien weapon had done its work on his body, leaving behind a scrawny, somewhat plain young woman.
 
   He isn’t quite the same as she remembers.  He’s wearing an olive tank top and camouflaged pants and his hair is still long, down to his shoulders.  There’s a bit more facial hair than she remembers too, probably two days growth.  
 
   She hurries over to the stretcher to get a closer look.  Her first glance was right:  it is him.  Darrien Giordano, also known as Hitter.  “Diane, how could you?” she whispers.  “I needed you.  How could you?”
 
   He doesn’t say anything.  His eyes are closed and his breathing regular as he sleeps.  She pokes him a few times to check for a reaction, but there’s nothing.  “Get him inside.  I want the infirmary locked down as soon as he’s in there.  Move any patients with minor injuries out of there.”
 
   They salute her, something she’s still not used to.  She’s not really a military officer; her rank is honorary.  She has as much right to be saluted as Colonel Sanders, but she returns the salutes anyway.
 
   They hurry him over to the jeep.  Then they’re on their way.
 
   *** 
 
   It’s hard to pick up a woman in combat armor on radar.  The signature is so tiny it’s easy to write it off as a bird or something equally harmless.  In this case Melanie insists to be alerted of any contact.
 
   An hour after Diane—now Darrien—has been taken into the infirmary, Melanie’s phone rings.  “We have a contact, ma’am.  It’s moving fast.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll be out by the front gate.”
 
   “Do you want an escort, ma’am?” a guard asks.
 
   “No.  I’ll be fine.”  She forces a smile she doesn’t feel.  It’s a long, lonely walk down to the front gates.  She can’t be sure Tonya will land here.  She might decide to bypass the doors and drop right through the roof.  That’s if she knows where they’re keeping her former girlfriend.  Tonya spent enough time in the prison as a man that she should know where the infirmary is; she could drop right in there.  Melanie hopes it doesn’t come to that.
 
   Against the evening sky it’s hard to make Tonya’s suit out except for a blur of light from her jets.  A casual observer might mistake her for a falling star taking a circuitous route to the surface.  Melanie keeps her hands away from her belt and the weapons in there; she doesn’t want to be the first to throw a punch.
 
   That turns out not to be a problem as Tonya whizzes right towards her with her right fist cocked.  The rocket-powered punch would be more than enough to take Melanie’s head off if she let it.  She somersaults away and then reaches into her belt for one of the bolos.  She hurls it at Tonya’s armored feet.  The bolos are made with reinforced steel wire that’s strong enough to hold anyone except Garlak and Starla.  Tonya steps aside enough that the bolo only wraps around one leg, where it’s practically useless.
 
   She opens the facemask of her helmet so Melanie can see her red face with black streaks of mascara like war paint.  “You bitch!  You said you were our friend and this is how you do us?”
 
   “Tonya, wait!  I didn’t know anything about this.  He was already in custody when they told me.”
 
   “You’ve got connections.  You could have sprung her.”
 
   Tonya hefts her ion rifle.  The moment she does, spotlights come on from the guard towers.  Melanie knows there are machine guns up there pointing down at them now.  Melanie lifts her arms to signal for them not to fire.  “Tonya, stop this.  You don’t want to hurt me.”
 
   “The hell I don’t!”
 
   “Maybe you do, but you can’t reach him like this, not even in that suit of yours.  They’ll gun you down before you can get inside.”
 
   “What am I supposed to do:  surrender so you can put me back in here too?”
 
   “I won’t do that, not unless you don’t stop this.  Let’s talk this over.”
 
   “Talking to you is what got us all in this mess to start with!  You asked us to help you and then put bombs in our skulls!  Then you told us to wait to change back.  Then you said if we did, the government would arrest us.  Why should I listen to more of your bullshit?”
 
   “Remember what I told you at that car factory?  You’re the smartest of them.  You’re too smart to think you can get away with this.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t care.”
 
   “I do care.  Whether you want to believe it or not right now, I’m your friend.  I know there have been problems in the past, but we’ve been through so much.  We’ve done so much good together.  I don’t want you to throw it away.”
 
   “Why shouldn’t I?  I love her!  And now—”  As if someone’s pulled the plug on her armor, Tonya collapses to her knees.  Melanie hears her sobbing.  She hesitates a moment in case it’s a trick and then goes over to kneel beside the distraught girl.  Tonya weakly swipes at her, but Melanie stays by her side.
 
   “It’s all right.  We’ll find out what happened.  We’ll get him to change back.”  Melanie tries to make her voice sound sunnier as she adds, “It’s a good thing you’re here.  He’ll listen to you.”
 
   “What if he doesn’t?  What if he stays that way?  What if he’d rather stay in prison than be with me?”
 
   “Come on, there’s no way that will happen.  I don’t know what’s going on here, but something doesn’t smell right.  We’ll figure out what it is, all right?”
 
   “I…I guess.”  Tonya looks up at her, her face even more of a mess now.  “This doesn’t mean I forgive you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Sirens begin to wail.  Melanie picks up her phone.  “There’s no need for the alarms.  She’s standing down.”
 
   “Sorry, ma’am, but we got a situation inside.  He’s broken out.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Hitter.”
 
   *** 
 
   There are plenty of weapons available in a prison infirmary.  Hitter plays possum until he’s sure the guards have stopped paying attention.  He’s been careful to worm his way out of the blankets without anyone noticing.
 
   No one still notices when he rolls out of the bed.  The guards have just begun to turn around when he shoves the bed at them.  It’s damned heavy, but he’s got enough strength behind it to stagger both guards.  While they’re disoriented, Hitter grabs an IV cord.  It’s not as strong as a garrote, but it works well enough to put one guard to sleep.  The other is much easier; Hitter reaches into the pocket of the guard he knocked out to take his knife and then hurl it into the other man’s throat.
 
   He takes their sidearms, giving him a pair of Colts.  He’d much rather have a silenced Beretta like he usually uses, but this will have to do.  For this operation he couldn’t bring anything in with him; he had to come in practically as naked as the day he was born, at least as far as weapons go.  He is mercifully still wearing the clothes they found him in.
 
   There’s no alarm yet as he makes his way from the infirmary to the holding cells.  His employer told him where the target would be.  They haven’t moved him to the general population yet; he’s far too valuable.
 
   There is another pair of guards blocking the way to the holding cells.  Hitter has no choice but to use the guns.  He hits one in the throat and the other between the eyes; that bloke will be getting a closed-casket funeral.  Unfortunately the sound of the shots prompts someone to hit an alarm.  If he doesn’t hurry he’ll be staying here for more than a couple of hours.
 
   He takes keys from one of the dead guards to let him into the holding cells.  Hitter dives behind a desk before a guard fires his AR-15 in a wild burst.  Hitter waits for the burst to stop before he peeks over the desk and then fires a blind shot.  The guard goes down with blood pooling around his head.
 
   There are three more to take out.  None of them are a challenge.  He leaves them all in heaps on the floor, stepping over them until he reaches the proper cell.  There’s a fingerprint system that requires lifting one of the dead guards enough to activate it.  Then the cell door yawns open.
 
   The man looks familiar for some reason.  He should be; Hitter saw him in the dossier before the job.  “Who are you?” the man shouts. 
 
   “They said you been doing some talking, Doc.  I’m going to put a stop to that.”
 
   “No, you can’t—”  He doesn’t get any farther before Hitter empties one of the Colts into his chest.  He puts a bullet from the other into the man’s brain just to make sure.
 
   “Looks like I just did, mate,” Hitter growls.  Then he turns to go.
 
   The escape is going to be a bit dicey since security is on to him.  There’s supposed to be a raft waiting for him down the beach, one of those Cuban jobs that can get him to Florida so he can disappear.  To get there will be tricky.  He needs to hurry—
 
   He sees he’s too late when he gets back out to the main corridor.  There’s some kind of blue-and-silver robot charging towards him.  He raises his gun.  The robot reaches up to reveal a girl’s face.  “Diane, don’t shoot!”
 
   “Who the bloody hell’s Diane?”
 
   The girl keeps running, but Hitter doesn’t fire.  She seems familiar for some reason.  Then he remembers—Ion Man.  Except he’s one of those who’s become a girl now.  His employer mentioned he’d missed a lot of excitement in the last two years.
 
   Ion Girl wraps her metal arms around him.  “They really did it,” she says.  “But don’t worry, we’ll get you fixed up.”
 
   “The hell are you talking about, woman?”
 
   “Tonya, get back!” another girl shouts.  Hitter sees a woman in a powder blue-and-white catsuit running towards them.  He has no idea who this is; she must be one of them Super Squad people.  A sidekick by how young she looks.
 
   “Come on,” Ion Girl says.  “Let’s get out of here.”
 
   It’s risky to take rides from strangers, but at this point Hitter doesn’t see much alternative.  “How you planning that?”
 
   “Like this.”  She raises one arm to fire a grenade into the ceiling.  Debris showers down into the corridor.  While the dust is still flying, Ion Girl hugs him again.  His feet turn warm; he realizes she’s activated her jets.  “God, you’re a lot heavier now.  We need more throttle.”
 
   The heat is enough to start burning through his boots, but finally they’re airborne.  The girl in the catsuit is visible in the hole, looking up at them.  He can’t hear what she says.  He’s tempted to reach for his gun, but there’s no time.
 
   Maybe next time.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   Melanie always feels her age when she has to talk to General Reggie Luden, the head of the Joint Chiefs.  Like many he looks about thirty, though he’s much older.  His face, especially his eyes, still have the hardened look of someone who’s been a soldier for forty years.  He looks angrier than usual when she tells him about Hitter breaking out of the prison after killing Dr. Klinsmann.  “And that other girl of yours helped him to escape?”
 
   “Tonya isn’t officially part of GAIA,” Melanie says.  “She consults with us from time to time.”
 
   “I don’t give a good damn.  The point is she helped a dangerous criminal escape.  And you let her.”  General Luden shakes his head.  “I don’t know what the president was thinking, letting a girl manage this much responsibility.”
 
   “If you’ll recall, it was Tonya who saved the president and several other key members of the government.”
 
   “After your team let my predecessor get melted.”
 
   “I’m sorry, General.  There was nothing we could do for her—him.”
 
   “I’m going to ask the president to put both of them on the hit list.”
 
   Melanie tries to keep calm.  “The hit list” is the government’s list of targets who are to be terminated on sight, usually with a drone strike.  “That’s a bad idea, General.  Ion Girl can take down any drones you throw at her.  And Hitter isn’t stupid enough to let you get in position to use one on him.”
 
   “Than what do you suggest?  Calling in the rest of those super freaks?”
 
   Again Melanie needs to work hard to keep her temper.  “Freaks” like Garlak, Midnight Spectre, and Apex Girl are the only reason Luden and the rest of the world didn’t get absorbed by Omega.  “I don’t think we’re to that point yet, General.  We still don’t know what happened to Hitter or what he found in Africa.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be in intelligence?”
 
   “We’re still investigating—”
 
   “As I recall, Giordano was your only field agent.  Now that she—he—has been compromised, you don’t have anything except that monster you keep locked up.”
 
   “I don’t keep Garlak locked up.  She’s free to move about whenever she wants.  As to your other point, I’ve been doing some investigating on my own.  That’s why I was here.”
 
   “Fat lot of good it did.”
 
   “I’m sorry, General.  I’ve already been in contact with the Super Squad.  Once I’ve found out what’s going on I can call them in.  Until then, we don’t need to escalate the situation by endangering civilians.”
 
   “And you don’t think your friends are going to do that while they’re running around loose?”
 
   “Hitter is an assassin.  He doesn’t kill random people.  And even when she was a man, Ion Girl never killed wantonly.”
 
   The general continues to glare at her even as he considers her words.  “I’ll give you forty-eight hours, General.  Then I’m going to bring the full weight of the US military down on your buddies.”
 
   “Thank you, General Luden.”  The general breaks the connection.  Melanie sighs and then leans back in her chair.  She turns to the warden.  “I need my plane cleared to leave ASAP.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “Africa.”
 
   *** 
 
   Dr. Pierce sobs with joy to see the town ahead of her.  She worries for a moment it might be a mirage.  Those are more common in deserts, but she hasn’t eaten or drunk anything in twelve hours, so it’s entirely possible her mind could be playing tricks on her.
 
   The closer she gets, the more she knows it’s real.  The sound of car engines and smell of exhaust is much too real for her mind to manufacture; she’s never been known for her imagination in any case.  She isn’t sure what town this is, but it doesn’t look very big.  It’s probably not much larger than where she lived in England, though the buildings are far more ramshackle after the years of back-and-forth fighting in the region.
 
   She self-consciously runs her hands over her shirt and hair as she limps past the first buildings.  Someone should have a radio here so she can contact this General Melanie Amis Diane told her to call.  If they don’t have a radio or satellite phone or some such technology, then she should be able to at least get some transportation to a larger city, Nairobi perhaps, where there will be a British embassy.
 
   At this point she would like nothing better than to drink some tea and eat some crumpets in a parlor and then take a long nap on a real mattress.  It occurs to her now that England has truly become her home, not this jungle that gave birth to her.  Why did she ever think it was a good idea to come here?  She should have listened to her grandchildren.
 
   “You there!” a man snaps.  His voice has an Australian accent as he says, “What are you doing out here?”
 
   She turns to see the man is white with a blond crew cut.  His arms are decorated with swastikas, iron crosses, and skulls wearing German military helmets.  He’s dressed in camouflage pants and an olive drab tank top.  A huge sidearm hangs from a holster around his waist.  This is not the sort of man she wants to ask for help.  “I’m only passing through,” she says.  “Perhaps you could direct me to a restaurant or pub?”
 
   His eyes narrow at her.  Her voice has clearly indicated she’s a stranger.  “Where did you come from?”
 
   “Nairobi,” she lies.
 
   “You walked all the way here?”
 
   “No, of course not.  My vehicle broke down a short distance from here.  Is there a mechanic here?”
 
   “There’s a garage about two blocks down.”
 
   “Thank you kindly.”  She nods to him and then toddles off as fast as she can.  She knows there will be trouble when she sees two more men ahead of her dressed the same as the first.  Between her and them she sees a market.  She bolts inside.
 
   The air is warmer than outside and more humid.  From the flies buzzing around she knows better than to buy anything that’s not bottled or canned.  The refrigerated case lights flicker, but still the bottles of water inside beckon to her.  She opens the case, but then remembers she doesn’t have any money.  She doesn’t even have anything to barter.
 
   In all her life she’s never stolen anything.  She considers doing so now, but the shopkeeper is staring at her; she’s the only customer in here.  She shuts the case and then goes up to the counter.  “Please, sir, I’ve walked a very long way.  I need to contact someone.  Is there a telephone or radio I could use?”
 
   The man speaks in a language she doesn’t understand.  The way he gestures at her indicates he’s not very happy with her.  “I’m sorry,” she says.  “I don’t understand.”  She holds up one hand to her face, the thumb and pinkie stretching out to mimic a telephone.  “Telephone?  Radio?  Please—”
 
   He snaps something at her.  She supposes he wants her to buy something or get out, the universal attitude of shopkeepers around the world.  Then she hears footsteps behind her.  The two men from down the block have come into the store.  They aren’t browsing the merchandise, their gaze focused only on her.
 
   There must be a back door she can use.  Over her shoulder she sees what must be the storeroom.  She tries to sound pleasant as she says, “I need to make use of your facilities, good sir.”  Then she marches towards the storeroom.  The shopkeeper shouts after her, but he’s too late to stop her.
 
   As she expected, the men follow her.  She hurries over to a crude wooden door.  She throws it open—
 
   “Where do you think you’re going?” the blond man says with a sneer.  She turns but the other two have her boxed in.
 
   “Nowhere anymore,” she says as the blond man seizes her arm to lead her away.  She looks down glumly at her feet, knowing she’s failed Diane and perhaps the world.
 
   *** 
 
   Tonya sets down in Haiti, not a moment too soon for Darrien it seems.  He shoves her back the moment his feet touch the ground.  “About bloody time,” he growls.  “I had a boat waiting for me.”
 
   “There are plenty of other boats here,” Tonya says.  “We can get one—”
 
   ‘“We?’  What the bloody hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I’m not going to abandon you.  Not until I know what’s going on.”
 
   “Listen, love, thanks for the lift, but I work alone.”  He pulls out his pistol to aim at her head.  The helmet will stop any bullet from hitting her brain, but the resulting headache could last for days.
 
   “What happened to you, Diane?  Don’t you remember me?”
 
   “My name is Darrien.  You call me ‘Diane’ one more time—”
 
   “And you’ll do what?  I have enough artillery in this suit to turn you into a puddle.”
 
   “You’re bluffing.  You wouldn’t kill me.”
 
   “I don’t want to, but I need you to start making sense.  What happened to you?  Why did you make yourself a man again?  You knew they would come after you.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.  I’ve been asleep the last year.”
 
   “The hell you have!  You’ve been a girl named Diane.  You’re my girl.  Don’t you remember?”
 
   “I think you have me confused with someone else.  Now, I have to be going—”
 
   Tonya triggers the electromagnetic beam on her right arm.  The pistol flies out of Darrien’s hands, over to her feet.  The beam starts to reel him in by his belt buckle.  He fights against this, his groans sounding a lot more guttural than the ones she remembers from the bedroom.
 
   He finally does the only thing he can:  he undoes his belt to let his pants drop.  With some thrashing he kicks them off, at her face.  Before she can cut the beam, the pants fly into her face.  “This was a bad idea,” she grumbles.  
 
   By the time she knocks the pants to the ground, he’s a good quarter-mile away.  She hops into the air while cutting in her jets.  It only takes about thirty seconds for her to land in front of him.  “You don’t seem to get it yet,” she says.  “I’m not leaving—”
 
   He punches her in the face, then doubles over, cursing while holding his hand.  “Did turning you back into a man make you stupid too?  I’m wearing a metal suit, jackass.”
 
   “I’m a bit out of practice, love.”  There’s a little of Diane in the way he smiles at her.  “Did you happen to bring my pants?”
 
   “No.”  She glances down, noticing for the first time the bulge in the crotch of his striped boxers.  A sick feeling runs through her to see that symbol of his male potency, the symbol she no longer possesses.  “I need to understand what happened to you.  Then we can fetch your pants.”
 
   “Or I suppose you’ll fly me back to that prison, yeah?”
 
   “I should.  Then at least they’d make you a girl again.”
 
   “Stop saying that!  I was never a damned girl.”
 
   “Oh yeah?”  Tonya opens the compartment where she keeps her phone.  It’s hard to use it with her gauntlets on, so she tosses it to Darrien.  “Go ahead, turn it on.”
 
   He touches the screen.  His eyes narrow as he no doubt sees her wallpaper, a picture of her and Diane at a club in Atomic City.  As always Diane doesn’t smile, her eyes glaring daggers at the camera while Tonya purses her lip as if to kiss Diane’s cheek.  Tonya had taken that picture and hundreds more like it over the last year.
 
   “That ring any bells?” Tonya asks.
 
   “You’re a dyke.  So what?”
 
   “Are you that dense?  Look at that girl’s face.  She’s you.  You’re my girlfriend.  And, well, I always hoped you’d be something more.”
 
   “You’re mad.  Whoever this girl is, she’s a girl and clearly I’m not.”  He hurls the phone in the direction of his pants.  “Now you can either take me to prison or get out of my way.”
 
   “How about a third option?”  She lifts her ion rifle at him.
 
   “You won’t use that.  Not if you think I’m your girlfriend.  You wouldn’t kill sweet little Diane, would you?”
 
   “Who said anything about killing you?”  She fires a burst into his right leg.  The rifle is on its lowest setting, but that’s still enough to leave a second-degree burn on his thigh.  He howls with pain as he drops onto one knee.
 
   “You bloody cunt!”
 
   “Unless you want the other leg to match, you’re going to tell me who sent you to that prison.”
 
   “We don’t deal in names.  There are intermediaries.  Code names.  Anonymous wires into Swiss bank accounts.  You’ve watched the spy movies, yeah?”
 
   “Then give me your contact.  We can work up the chain of command.”
 
   “That won’t do any good.  There are far too many layers.  They’re there to prevent this sort of thing.”
 
   Tonya fires a shot six inches to Darrien’s left.  He yelps with surprise.  She hates doing this to him, but she has to find out what’s going on and fix it before the jackbooted thugs Melanie works with can get their hands on Darrien.  “Give me a name.  Now.”
 
   “There’s a pub in London.  They make a dead drop there when they need me.”
 
   “Then I guess we’re going to London.”
 
   She holds out her hand to help him to his feet.  As soon as she does, she finds herself being spun to the ground.  Darrien grins down at her, the ion rifle in his hands now.  “Go on and take off that helmet so I can see your pretty face.”
 
   Tonya runs through her options.  None of them are very good.  Why the hell didn’t she put a failsafe on the rifle so no one else can use it?  Stupid oversight on her part.  If she gets out of this alive she’ll have to fix it.  In the meantime there’s nothing she can do that could cripple him before he could fire the weapon.  From his grip on it she knows he won’t fall for the electromagnet trick again.  She takes off the helmet and then shakes her head slightly to let her hair down.  Maybe the sight of her face will kickstart his memory.
 
   “Christ, you’re a bloody kid.”
 
   “I’m eighteen according to the government,” she says.
 
   “Don’t try to follow me, lass.”
 
   “Diane, please—”
 
   He turns the rifle around to hit her in the head with its butt.  The blue sky over Tonya begins to spin and then turns dark.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   The horrid men toss her into a jeep.  As they drive her through the town, she notes hardly anyone around except white men dressed in paramilitary garb.  There are a few occasional natives, all with the same furtive look to them.  These natives all make sure to look away from the jeep.  No help is coming from them.
 
   It seems a reasonable conclusion that whoever had attacked her village has also taken over this town.  Apparently it’s too important for them to wipe off the face of the planet with one of those firebombs.  To keep it operating they’ve left a few of the natives; they’re little more than servants really.
 
   What a fool she’s been.  She should have known she couldn’t perform even so slight of a task as to get help for Diane and her village.  She’s utterly useless, a complete waste of space.  One of the men squeezes her arm.  “Don’t cry yet, darling.  You’ll have plenty more use for it later.”
 
   The way they all laugh gives her a chill.  She imagines they’ll take her to a prison camp, something like the concentration camps the Nazis used.  She won’t be one of the lucky ones to survive; she’ll die there before help can arrive.
 
   It’s not a concentration camp they take her to.  The building’s size and the smoke stacks and such indicate they’re taking her to a factory.  The name of the place is written in both the native language and German.  She recognizes the logo as that of a car manufacturer.  They’re putting her to work on an assembly line?
 
   The jeep stops in front of a loading dock where three men even bigger and more brutish wait for them.  “This is what you’ve brought me?”  He seizes her right arm to squeeze her bicep.  “I don’t need another girl who’ll die after twelve hours.”
 
   “You’re quite right:  I’m no use on the assembly line.  Perhaps you should let me go.”
 
   “So you can tell someone about this place?  I don’t think so.”  The man turns to one of the others with him.  “Put her to work on the cleaning staff.”
 
   “Yes, Kommandant.”
 
   Part of her wants to protest being put to work as a cleaning woman, but the rest of her realizes this is much better than working on an assembly line.  She might even have the freedom to move around to find a way to escape.  Perhaps that’s too hopeful, but it’s all she has at the moment.
 
   The inside looks similar to pictures of assembly line factories she’s seen in the newspaper and on television.  Except from what she sees they aren’t making cars.  It appears they’re assembling metal tubes.  The workers they pass are all natives, most looking very undernourished.
 
   The men toss her at the feet of a scrawny young woman with a mop in her hand.  “She’s yours,” one of them growls.
 
   The woman sets down her mop to help Dr. Pierce sit up.  “Thank you, young lady.  My name is Khala Pierce.”  She leaves off her title, leery about giving away too much information to a complete stranger.
 
   “Tikembe,” the woman says.  
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  Do you speak English?”
 
   “Some.  I go to school before it close.”
 
   “Ah, I see.  Perhaps you can tell me what’s going on here?”
 
   “They work.  We clean.”
 
   “Yes, quite.”
 
   Tikembe hands her mop to Dr. Pierce.  “Clean.”
 
   “Yes, of course.”
 
   With a sigh, she gets to work.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie is studying the video from the assault on the prison when her phone beeps.  She picks it up and gasps to see Tonya is calling her.  Maybe she’s decided to bring Hitter back so they can resolve all this.  “Tonya?”
 
   “It’s me, chief.  I got bad news.”  She proceeds to tell Melanie that Hitter managed to take her ion rifle and run off—without his pants.  
 
   “And did he say where he was going?”
 
   “No.  He mentioned there was a pub in London where he gets orders from.”
 
   “That narrows it down to about five hundred places.”
 
   “I’m really sorry, Mel.  Something’s happened to her—him, I mean.  He doesn’t remember anything.  He doesn’t remember ever being a girl.  He doesn’t remember us.”  Tonya’s sniffle is enough to cool Melanie’s anger over what happened.  It’s clear Tonya and Diane had been in love, or at least Tonya had been.
 
   “I’m sorry too, Tonya.  Look, we’ve got forty-eight hours to find him before Luden pulls out the big guns.  Can I count on your help?”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.  It’ll be like old times.”
 
   “Can you meet me in Bermuda?”
 
   “Not a problem.  See you there.”
 
   The connection breaks.  Melanie leans back in her chair.  She was already planning to stop in Bermuda to pick up fuel—and the third member of their team.  The only question is if she can trust Tonya with this; the girl did already interfere once.  What if she does it again?  But what other choice does she have?  She doesn’t want to bring Robin or the rest of the Super Squad into this, not yet.  She has to show the world GAIA can clean up its messes or her fledgling organization will be shut down before it can really get started.
 
   And as she told General Luden, she doesn’t know what’s going on here.  She can’t very well ask Starla to tear apart the whole jungle in central Africa to look for something.  Alan and Sally could cover a lot of ground fast, but they wouldn’t have any idea what they’re looking for; they might get hurt if they went blundering in—as Diane had.  As she’d told Diane to do.
 
   Melanie barely manages to keep the tears at bay.  She had felt this burden when she’d led the Super Squad Auxiliary into combat and when she’d been de facto leader of Earth.  It’s that familiar burden of command, of sending those she cares about into harm’s way.  Most commanders would be smarter than she had been in sending Diane into the middle of Africa with no idea of what she might encounter.
 
   Maybe she’d gotten too big for her britches as Mom would say.  After all her success with the Super Squad Auxiliary and then this last year with GAIA, maybe she had gotten cocky.  Maybe she thought she could ask her people to do anything and they’d get it done without a problem.  She should have known better.
 
   The stewardess comes over to tell her they’re preparing to land in Bermuda.  Melanie thanks her and then shuts down her laptop and phone.  She has to find a way to fix this.  It’s her responsibility as the general of this outfit.
 
   Melanie puts a hand to her stomach.  Thanks to Alan her motion sickness has been under control over the last couple of years, but perhaps owing to the situation she feels what little she’s eaten rise up into her throat.  She reaches into one of her pouches to retrieve a pill.  Then she takes a few deep breaths to fight off the nausea.  As she does, she shakes her head; what kind of general gets motion sickness?
 
   The plane touches down with a few gentle bumps.  Melanie is grateful for this as it helps to ease the motion sickness.  She squeezes her eyes shut anyway to focus on breathing, trying not to feel sick.  
 
   After a couple of minutes the plane comes to a stop.  Melanie opens her eyes to see the stewardess grinning at her.  “Are you all right, General?”
 
   “I’m fine, thank you.”
 
   “If you’d care to stretch your legs, the pilot indicates we should be refueled and ready to go again in forty-five minutes.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Melanie takes off her seatbelt.  She supposes some fresh air would do her good.  
 
   She can smell the ocean over the fuel and exhaust of the planes.  She’s never gone on a tropical vacation before; Mom was always too afraid her precious son might contract some mysterious disease in the tropics.  She’s been far too busy since becoming a girl to make time for a vacation, but seeing the distant blue expanse of the ocean, she thinks it might be nice for her and Robin to come down here on a proper vacation.  God knows they could both use it.
 
   “Oh, don’t you look so pretty!” Mom gushes, sounding as if Melanie is five years old. 
 
   Before Melanie can stop her, Mom crushes her in a hug.  She kisses Melanie on her left cheek.  “I was so worried when I heard.  Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.  What are you doing here?”
 
   “Someone had to look after Garlak.”
 
   “That’s what the stewardesses are for.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  I can’t very well let the two of you go into this by yourselves.”
 
   “Mom, please, we need someone back at the office to look after things.”
 
   Mom fixes her with a very motherly glare.  “Young lady, you might be a high-and-mighty general to everyone else, but you’re still my daughter.  Now, I’m coming and that’s final.”
 
   “All right.  But when we get there—”
 
   “We’ll discuss that later.”  
 
   There’s a slight shake of the pavement beneath Melanie’s feet as Garlak approaches.  She’s a little pudgier and her coarse hair a little longer, but otherwise she still looks like a flesh-colored She-Hulk dressed in a leopard print bikini.  “Me here,” the Neanderthal announces.
 
   “I’m glad you could make it,” Melanie says.  She knows better than to shake Garlak’s hand.  “How are the kids?”
 
   “Tuk and Tuki good.  They strong.”
 
   “Like their mother.”  Melanie doesn’t envy the babysitter having to look after the two baby Neanderthals.  Technically they’re only half-Neanderthal since they have an unidentified homo sapien father, but from what Melanie’s seen they’re every bit their mother’s children.
 
   There’s a roar of jet engines to indicate Tonya’s arrived.  When she takes her helmet off it’s clear from the mascara running down her cheeks that she’s been crying.  “Looks like the band is back together,” she says, trying to sound like her jaunty self, but it’s hollow to Melanie’s ears.
 
   “Almost,” Melanie says.  She puts a hand on Tonya’s shoulder.  “You don’t have to do this.  Garlak and I can handle it.”
 
   “No, I want to help.  It’s my fault he got out of that prison.”
 
   “I think we both know Hitter would have gotten out anyway.”
 
   “I have to make this right.”
 
   “We both do.”  They nod to each other and then start to board the plane.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   Tikembe helps Dr. Pierce up from the floor.  “They see you, they beat you,” she says.
 
   “Oh dear,” Dr. Pierce mumbles.  If she had the energy she would laugh at her naïve thoughts earlier that this would somehow be easier than the assembly line.  Cleaning the floors around here seems to be a full-time job.  As soon as an area gets clean, more dirt begins to accumulate.  Even with a half-dozen women under Tikembe’s command it’s not enough.
 
   She has no idea what time it is when they finally let them have a break.  The cleaning staff sits against a wall to eat stale bread and drink from a bucket of musty water.  One woman’s right arm hangs loose while she awkwardly tries to lift the bucket and drink with her right arm.
 
   Dr. Pierce tries to take the woman’s arm, but she yanks it away.  She says something Dr. Pierce doesn’t understand.  She turns to Tikembe.  “Could you tell her I want to examine her arm?  I’m a doctor.”
 
   “Doctor?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Tikembe talks to the injured woman, who nods her understanding.  This time she lets Dr. Pierce look at the arm.  She pokes at it in a few spots, prompting the woman to wince.  “Without a proper X-ray I can’t be sure, but I think this is only a sprain.  If we could get her a sling—”
 
   “No!  Guards see injury, guards kill.”
 
   “They would kill her for being injured?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She wants to say how horrible this is, but then she remembers where she is.  “Tell her the arm should heal in a few days so long as she doesn’t use it.  In the meantime, we all need to pitch in to help cover for her.”
 
   Tikembe passes this along to the others, who all nod in agreement.  Then Dr. Pierce lifts the bucket so the woman can drink from it.  As she’s doing this, the bucket is knocked from her hands.  “Back to work,” a guard says.
 
   She goes back to cleaning, the injured woman staying close to her.  They work together for hours, until the lights flicker.  Guards appear to herd them into a fenced-off area.  There are no mattresses, pillows, or blankets; they have to sleep on the bare floor as best they can.  Dr. Pierce begins to miss the jungle; the floor there was a bit softer at least.
 
   Someone shakes her shoulder.  She doesn’t recognize the young woman who says, “You doctor?”
 
   Dr. Pierce sits up.  “Yes.  I’m a doctor.”
 
   The woman takes her arm to lead her across the pen.  It’s clear what the woman wants when Dr. Pierce sees the other woman on the floor, her stomach bulging and her face contorted in pain.  “Oh dear.”
 
   “You help?”
 
   “I’ll try.”  She turns to the woman who fetched her.  “I need Tikembe.  Do you know who she is?”
 
   “I find.”
 
   It’s not too difficult to find her in the pen.  “I need you to translate for me,” Dr. Piece says.  “When she feels the pain, I need her to push.”
 
   Tikembe translates this to the woman, who nods slightly.  A few seconds later she begins to push.  Dr. Pierce admires the woman’s courage to do this without screaming as any normal woman—including herself—does in this circumstance.  The woman knows what will happen to her if the guards find out; she and the baby will most likely be killed.
 
   After several go-rounds, Dr. Pierce can finally see the baby’s head.  “Tell her to push with everything she has.  Then we’ll need something to wrap the baby in.  And some way to cut the umbilical cord.”
 
   “No knives here.”
 
   “I know, but there must be something sharp.”
 
   “No weapons.”
 
   “Indeed.  We need an edge of some sort.”  She looks around helplessly.  The sharpest thing she can see is the fence holding them in.  “Ah, yes.  That might work splendidly.”
 
   The pregnant woman barely makes a squeak as she expels the baby from her with a little guidance from Dr. Pierce.  The baby girl is still attached to the umbilical cord.  There’s no way she can survive without severing it.  With Tikembe’s direction, the pregnant woman shifts closer to the fence, enough that Dr. Pierce can align the umbilical cord with the edge of the barbed wire fence.  She gets the child as close to the fence as she dares, wanting to leave as little of the cord as possible.  One of the women keeps a hand over the baby’s mouth to stifle her cries while Dr. Pierce delicately works to rub the cord against the fence.
 
   It seems to take forever before the cord is severed.  At last the baby is free from her mother.  There’s still nothing to use as a blanket, so Dr. Pierce takes off her own shirt.  First she rips off one sleeve to wipe the blood off the girl.  Then she uses the rest to swaddle the newborn.  She smiles down at the girl, remembering why she came to this place.  She had wanted to help people, to make her ancestral home a better place.
 
   She passes the baby into the new mother’s arms.  The woman mumbles something.  Tikembe says, “She wants to know your name.”
 
   “My name is Khala.”
 
   Tikembe translates and then the woman says something.  “She say baby’s name is Khala.”
 
   “Oh my.  That’s quite lovely,” Dr. Pierce says.  She’s never had a patient name a baby for her before.  Not even any of her own children or grandchildren; they all had “proper” English names, which only now fills her with shame.  She smiles at the new mother and then says, “Tell her to rest.  She’s had a very long night.”
 
   Then Dr. Pierce does what she can to clean up the afterbirth so the guards won’t see it.
 
   *** 
 
   Garlak snores loudly in the back of the plane while Melanie, Mom, and Tonya sit up front.  “It doesn’t make sense,” Melanie says.  “Turning her back into a man wouldn’t wipe her memory.  There has to be something else going on here.”
 
   “It seems pretty obvious it has to do with this Klinsmann guy,” Tonya says.  “That’s who they sent him to kill.  “What was he up to?”
 
   “I was trying to get that out of him,” Melanie says.  “All he said was they were making knockoffs of Peacekeeper staffs.”
 
   “Humans can’t use those.  Can they?”
 
   “I asked Alan and Kila about that.  They aren’t sure.  No one’s ever tried it.”
 
   “OK, so they were building these staffs and Diane shut their lab down.  Then she tumbles across something in Africa and ends up a man in Nairobi with no memory of the last year.  We’re obviously missing a piece of the puzzle here.”
 
   “Who wants these staffs?  And for what?”  
 
   Melanie shakes her head.  “That could be just about anyone.”
 
   Mom clears her throat.  “I think you’re forgetting something:  all those people who disappeared.  Didn’t you say their clothes had been left behind?”
 
   “Yes.  Kila said it was likely they had been shrunk to microscopic size—”  Melanie resists the urge to slap her forehead.  “There’s a Peacekeeper involved.  And something going on in Africa.”  She begins going through her records to find out which Peacekeeper is stationed in central Africa.  She barely holds back a scream when what comes onto her screen looks like a Beholder from the Dungeons & Dragons she played as a boy.  It’s basically a giant ball with tentacles for arms, one huge eye in the center, and teeth that could probably shred a rhino into kitty litter.  
 
   “That thing is definitely a bad guy,” Tonya says.
 
   “Goodness,” Mom squeaks.  “I thought the Peacekeepers were all pretty like that Kila.”
 
   “Each race in the universe is supposed to have one—except us.”
 
   “That guy is probably solving that problem,” Tonya says.
 
   “Except he’s trying to do it off the books,” Melanie says.  She wonders if the disgraced Peacekeeper Elders are involved or if this Dwald is working on his own.  She supposes they’ll have to find out.
 
   “Should we call Kila?” Mom asks.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “You don’t think she’s in on it, do you?”
 
   “She might not be, but if there’s a traitor in their organization, we don’t want to tip anyone off.”
 
   Tonya shifts in her seat.  “Can’t say I’m thrilled with the idea of going up by ourselves against something this ugly that can do magic.”
 
   “You won’t have to worry about that.  I need you to go where Diane landed and see if you can find out what happened to her.”
 
   “You sure about that, Boss?”
 
   “Garlak and I can handle it.”  I hope, Melanie adds to herself.
 
   “Sure.  If you need anything, give the word and I’ll come in guns blazing.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Tonya’s voice turns icy as she says, “But after this is done, you and I have some issues to work out.”
 
   “I understand.”  Melanie knows that will involve a lot of screaming and probably some tears as well; she only hopes it doesn’t come to blows.  She doesn’t want to have to hurt Tonya.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   The plane lands in Kolwezi, where the Peacekeeper office for central Africa is located.  Tonya’s spent ten minutes in the plane’s bathroom wriggling back into her armor.  She puts the helmet on and then runs through the start-up sequence.  The displays come to life, showing her a map of the area.  On the northwest corner is a red asterisk to indicate where Diane landed.
 
   Melanie and the others have already left the plane by the time Tonya disembarks.  A part of her still wants to punch Melanie for recklessly sending Diane alone into the African jungle.  The rest of her tries to focus on the mission at hand.  She has to find out what happened to Diane to persuade her to become a man again.  More importantly, Tonya needs to find out why he doesn’t remember anything from the last year.
 
   “Good luck, boss,” she says to Melanie.
 
   “You too.”
 
   Tonya can’t resist tapping Melanie’s chest with one gloved finger.  “When I get back we’re going to have a long talk about all of this.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   That’s probably the worst thing about Melanie:  she’s so damned nice.   It might not count as a superpower, but she has that kind of charisma that it’s impossible to really stay mad at her.  That gee-whiz earnestness of her is impossible to resist, which is largely how Tonya ended up as a member of the Super Squad Auxiliary trying to save the world; that and the bomb planted in her neck.
 
   She pats Garlak on the elbow, about the highest she can reach without getting on her toes.  “See you around, big stuff.  You look after yourself.”
 
   “Me will.”  Garlak gives her a shove that nearly topples Tonya.  The big girl still hasn’t realized her strength yet.  It seems almost impossible that homo sapiens could have triumphed over Neanderthals if they’d all been like Garlak.
 
   She settles for shaking Melanie’s mother’s hand.  “It was nice seeing you again, Mrs. A.”
 
   “You too.  Good luck.”  It’s easy to see where Melanie got her personality from; her mother was probably the type who had cookies and milk waiting after school every day and would read her son—at the time—a bedtime story before tucking him in for the night.  Not like Tonya’s mom, who had spent most of her evenings as a practice dummy for the old man after he came home from the bar.
 
   “Well, see you in the funny pages,” Tonya says before she can get too maudlin.  She takes a few steps back and then rockets into the air.  
 
   She’s never been to Africa before, especially not this part of it.  As a kid a safari had always sounded like a cool idea, but there had never been the time or money.  Once she’d built the first suit of combat armor as a man he’d had too many other problems to worry about seeing the world.  And the last year she’s been working on her solar research mostly in Arizona and Australia—plus spending as much time with Diane as she could.
 
   That is the reason for this little safari.  She needs to find out what happened to Diane.  Tonya refuses to believe Diane wanted to be a man bad enough that she’d throw her whole life away and decide to live as a fugitive.    Sure Diane had some issues about being a woman, mostly related to her dead sister Danielle, but when they were together it never seemed like a problem.  She couldn’t have hidden it so well, could she?  Well Diane had been a world-class assassin; you didn’t get to be that by always being honest.
 
   There’s not a lot to see below her at the moment.  Tonya had secretly hoped to see plains filled with giraffes, elephants, and zebras, but this isn’t that sort of area.  This is jungle, like the rainforests in South America would probably look like.  She can’t see much through the trees, not unless she wants to land, but she can make a lot better time in the air.
 
   In a window she displays the infrared view.  There’s still not much to see, except little blobs that are probably monkeys or some other small animal.  There’s certainly nothing large enough to be a hidden lair for a supervillain or anything like that.
 
   Up ahead the jungle starts to thin, giving her a better view through the trees.  This doesn’t help as she still can’t see anything out of the ordinary.  She goes down lower for a better look.  She doesn’t know what she really hopes to find:  footprints, a trap door, or maybe a big neon arrow pointing out a clue.
 
   There’s a grassy plain more like what she had expected to find in Africa.  This leads to some gentle hills.  Finally Tonya sees something:  the remains of a camp.  She touches down gently at the edge of this so she doesn’t disturb anything.  
 
   There are a few fire pits, but the infrared signature is cold, meaning whoever had been here took off a while ago.  She wanders around, noting the tire tracks.  From the size and width, they’re from a big truck—probably more than one.  It could be a hunting party, poachers out for some of the game she’d been hoping to see.
 
   Something purple draws her eye.  She gets closer to see it’s a kerchief, the kind Diane usually wore, though Tonya didn’t think she wore it in the field, lavender not exactly being good camouflage.  Tonya takes off her helmet and then picks the kerchief up.  She presses it close to her nose; that is definitely Diane’s scent.  Tonya would know that anywhere.
 
   She’s about to tuck it into a pouch when something stings her in the neck.  She figures it must be a bug of some sort, but then her hand brushes against a dart.  “The hell?” she manages to get out before the world and she collapses into the grass.
 
   “Looks like I got me a trophy,” Hitter says.  Tonya wants to say something, but instead she passes out.
 
   *** 
 
   As in Focal City, the Peacekeeper office in Kolwezi isn’t much to look at.  Like much of the rest of the town it’s a ramshackle white concrete building that had probably seen better days.  There’s no one around, just like there hasn’t hardly been anyone up to this point.  Those few people they did see quickly hurried away after seeing Garlak.
 
   Something is not right here.  These people are afraid of something, something more than Garlak, Melanie is certain.  What has that “Peacekeeper” been up to here?  “This is an odd place,” Mom says.  “Not very welcoming.”
 
   “No, they aren’t.  You should really get back to the plane—”
 
   “I’ll be fine, sweetheart.  After all, I have you and Miss Garlak to protect me.”
 
   “Right.”  Melanie wants to argue she doesn’t want to have to protect her mother.  She wants to be able to focus on the problem at hand.  Certainly Mom is older, but she hasn’t had any training to be a field agent.  She doesn’t have any proficiency in self-defense or with a gun.  The fact Garlak is here doesn’t make her feel that much better, as Garlak isn’t really trained as an agent either.  The Neanderthal is more of a failsafe in case a lot of brute force is needed in a hurry.
 
   This is a bad idea, Melanie keeps telling herself.  She’s compounding her bad idea of sending Diane into the jungle by bringing Mom and Garlak out here.  By all rights she should ask Robin to get the Super Squad together and take over.  But she keeps telling herself that first she needs to know what they’re dealing with.  Moreover, she doesn’t want to let Robin, Starla, and Alan clean up her mess.  But wouldn’t that embarrassment be better than risking Mom’s life?
 
   Melanie knew it was a bad idea to let Mom work at GAIA’s office.  At the time Melanie had agreed to it because Mom needed something to do since becoming a young woman again and GAIA didn’t have much of a budget to hire someone more qualified.  She should have known Mom’s involvement couldn’t stop at filing and answering phones; Mom would eventually want to join in on the excitement.  Providing they survive this, Mom will probably want Melanie to start training her to work in the field.
 
   It occurs to her this is a large part of the reason she’d kept her identity as the Outcast secret from Mom for about four years.  She hadn’t wanted her mother to worry her daughter was going out at night beating up criminals.  Mom couldn’t have probably slept a wink then.  And if Mom were to want to be a field agent, Melanie imagines the shoe will be on the other foot.
 
   She brings herself back to the present as they reach the Peacekeeper office.  There’s no security codes or anything to open the front door; as Earth’s guardians they have an “open door” policy in case anyone needs their help.  Beyond this door is a waiting room with four cushioned wicker chairs that look rarely used.  On the coffee table are the same stale magazines in any doctor’s office, except these are in a variety of languages.
 
   No one is at the reception desk.  The whole place is silent—as a tomb, the phrase goes.  Melanie wonders if that will prove accurate.  Just in case she takes a shuriken from her belt to keep at the ready.
 
   The door to the offices is locked.  Melanie has lock picks in her belt, but instead she gestures to Garlak.  The Neanderthal in one swift move yanks the door off its hinges.  “Oh my goodness,” Mom says as Garlak tosses the door across the room as if it were a Frisbee.
 
   Melanie leads the way down the silent hallway, her shuriken poised to throw.  She still doesn’t hear anything, which means either the offices are empty or someone’s lying in wait to ambush them.  At each door they pass she motions for Mom and Garlak to halt before she opens it.  She peeks inside to make sure no one is there and then moves on.
 
   At last they reach Dward’s office.  The door here is wider to accommodate the alien’s spherical body.  Melanie taps on the glass.  “Peacekeeper Dward?  I’m General Melanie Amis, Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency.  I need a word with you.”  There’s no answer.  She tries again without any result before she motions to Garlak.
 
   The cavewoman kicks in the door as if it were made of paper.  Melanie lunges through, her shuriken still at the ready.  But she soon realizes she won’t need it.
 
   The Peacekeeper lies on the floor, most of him dissolved into a greasy brownish puddle.  The smell makes Melanie gag.  Mom goes a step further, turning to throw up in the hallway.  As usual with Mom, she manages to do it daintily.
 
   “It dead,” Garlak says.
 
   “Yes, it’s dead,” Melanie says.  And with that their trail goes cold.
 
   


 
   
  
 



 Chapter 16
 
   Dr. Pierce tries to stay as close to the sleeping pen as possible.  They’ve hidden the baby Khala in an old crate, enough holes punched in a tarp over it to provide air.  The problem is of course that like any  infant, the young Khala wakes every so often and cries out for her mother.  That’s part of the need to stay close to the pen, so Khala’s mother can grab her baby and lull it back to sleep.
 
   So far none of the guards seem to have gotten wise to the trick.  Dr. Pierce doesn’t know how long that will continue, not in a place with such heavy security.  She doesn’t like to think about what will happen once the guards see the baby.
 
   As she sweeps, Dr. Pierce looks for some way they might be able to smuggle the baby out.  If she had any currency—or something equally valuable—perhaps she could bribe a guard to take the baby out of here.  She doesn’t really trust these thugs with that sort of job, but it’s better than the alternative.
 
   The other women have been doing the same.  Tikembe reports back that so far no one has found anything, nor have the guards shown any sign of having discovered the secret.  “Let’s hope that continues for a while,” Dr. Pierce mumbles.
 
   The rest of her job has settled into an unpleasant routine.  It seems if for no other reason than spite the guards poke her in the ribs every couple of hours and growl at her to keep working.  She says nothing to them, knowing the price to be paid for that.  
 
   There’s a break in the routine when she hears a shriek of metal followed by a scream.  Dr. Pierce out of instinct runs towards the screams to see a woman hunched over, a pool of blood forming beneath her.  It’s clear the woman caught her arm in the machinery.
 
   “What did you do?” a guard shouts at her.  The woman babbles something in her native language.  This only enrages the guard, who starts to pummel her with a baton.  Dr. Pierce throws herself against the guard to deflect one of his blows.
 
   “You animal!  Can’t you see this woman is injured?”
 
   The guard replies by hitting her in the midsection with his baton.  She doubles over in pain.  “That’s enough out of you,” he says.
 
   “You monster!” she says with a wheeze.  “We are human beings!”
 
   “Not to me you aren’t.”  He hits her again.  And again.  She drops to her knees beside the injured woman, whose screams have turned to whimpers while blood continues to flow from a nasty cut on her right arm.
 
   The woman gamely gets to her feet and tries to go back to work.  It hurts her spirit as much as one of the guard’s baton blows to watch the woman try to work with one hand.  She attempts to screw two pieces of metal together, but the pieces slip from her hand to land on the floor with a clank.  This focuses the guard’s attention back on her.
 
   Before the guard can hit the injured woman again, Dr. Pierce gets to her feet.  “You stay away from her!” she shrieks.  She doesn’t recall hitting the man, but he stumbles back a few inches.  
 
   “You’ll pay for that, kaffer,” the man says.  Then he blows a whistle.
 
   Dr. Pierce tries to run, but a swarm of guards are immediately on her.  She’s hit in the ribs, the back, and both legs at the same time.  Even as she drops to her feet they continue to pummel her.  Her body finally does the smart thing by going limp and passing out.
 
   *** 
 
   Dr. Pierce wakes up later in the sleeping pen.  Tikembe grins down at her and shakes her head.  “You are a very brave woman.  Also very foolish.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Dr. Pierce whispers.  She wishes she hadn’t woke up; her entire body aches worse than when she was an old woman.  Tikembe dribbles some precious water into Dr. Pierce’s mouth.  “Thank you.”
 
   She makes no attempt to sit up.  She wishes she had access to an X-ray machine to check for internal injuries.  It’s very likely she has two or three broken ribs and perhaps more that are cracked.  She might have small fractures in her arms and legs too.  “What happened to her?”
 
   “The woman you tried to save?  They killed her.”
 
   “Oh.”  Dr. Pierce knows she should have expected this.  To these men they’re nothing more than slaves, each as disposable as a wrench or screwdriver.  They probably threw that poor woman in a dumpster to be tossed out like so much trash.
 
   “Don’t worry, young Khala is still safe.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “Would you like to see her?”
 
   “That’s not necessary.”
 
   “Very well.  She is doing quite well.  Thanks to you.”
 
   “At least I could save one life.”  For how long?  She doesn’t want to think too hard about the answer to that question.
 
   “Would you like some food?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You should eat.  You need your strength.”
 
   “You’re very kind.  More so than I deserve.”
 
   “Do not underestimate yourself.  You are an inspiration to these women.  You saved the baby—and her mother.  You stood up to the guards.”
 
   And what good has it done? Dr. Pierce thinks but knows better than to say.  Tikembe is trying to be kind; she shouldn’t look the gift horse in the mouth.  She accepts Tikembe’s help to finally sit up.  As she expected, this involves considerable pain all through her body.  She puts a hand to her head, wondering if she has a concussion as well.  That would seem very likely after the beating they gave her.
 
   She is relieved to see the baby sleeping in her mother’s arms.  The mother waves slightly, not enough to wake the child.  Dr. Pierce waves back.  She lets Tikembe help her ingest some of the awful gruel the guards consider “food.”  
 
   “Have you found any way to escape?” she asks Tikembe.
 
   “No, not yet.”
 
   Dr. Pierce nods.  She didn’t think they would be that lucky.  She wishes she had stayed with Diane; that woman could break them out of this awful place.  She suspects Diane could do most anything she set her mind to.  Not like her, who can merely serve as a punching bag.
 
   She’s grateful when the bowl of gruel is empty.  Then Tikembe helps her lie down in the most comfortable position so she can try to get some rest before she has to begin work again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Tonya wakes to find herself stripped of her armor.  They did at least leave her clothes on, which she takes as a good sign.  This hope lasts until she finds herself chained to a wall like a prisoner in the Tower of London back in olden times.
 
   “About time you woke up, love,” Hitter says.
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “Our base.  Now that you’re up, you can meet the boss.”
 
   “I thought you worked alone.”
 
   “I do, but someone has to pay my fee.”
 
   “Who would that be?”
 
   A door creaks open.  In walks a bald man with a red beard.  From the beard and his general size he looks like a 21st Century version of a Viking.  But when he speaks, it’s with an Australian accent.  “It’s the famous Ion Girl.  I didn’t think you’d look so young.”
 
   “I’m old enough,” she says.  It’s a feeble comeback, but it’s hard to think of anything better while she’s in irons.  
 
   “What’s a girl like you doing so far from home?”
 
   “Checking up on a friend.”
 
   “You don’t have any friends here, girl.”
 
   “How about you skip to the part where you say what you want.”
 
   “I don’t want anything.  I’d have killed you the moment Hitter brought you in, but I wanted to know more about how you came to be here first.”
 
   “I think it’s pretty obvious. Hitter ditched me in Haiti so I was trying to pick up his trail.  Then the bastard ambushed me with a dart.”
 
   “You didn’t come here on your own.  What are your little friends up to?”
 
   “I don’t have any friends.  Not anymore.”
 
   The bastard sucker punches her in the stomach.  She can’t even double over, not chained up like this.  All she can do is groan and then spit at his feet.  This only prompts him to punch her again.  “Mind that mouth of yours, girl.”
 
   “I told you:  I don’t have any friends.”
 
   “Not even General Amis and her merry band?”
 
   “Especially not her.  Not after what she did to Diane.”
 
   This time it’s Hitter who punches her, though she relieved that it’s not quite as hard.  “I told you there’s no Diane,” he growls.
 
   “Maybe you should get on Google.  There have to be about a billion pictures of us when we saved the world.  You jerks do get the Internet out here, don’t you?”
 
   Hitter punches her again.  She really needs to work on her people skills.  That probably won’t matter in a few minutes when they kill her.
 
   The big man steps closer to her.  “Start talking or I’ll put a bullet in your stomach and you can stay up here until you bleed out.”
 
   “I didn’t come here with that lying cunt Melanie Amis,” Tonya says.  “I came here on my own.  That’s the truth.”
 
   The big man takes a pistol from its holster.  She knows it’s an optical illusion that the barrel looks as big around as her head.  She wishes she had her armor, or at least her ion rifle, the one that Hitter stole.
 
   The big man jams the gun into Tonya’s stomach.  She can feel him tightening on the trigger, but then Hitter grabs his arm.  “Hold up, mate.  I got a better idea.  This kid is a wizard with machines.  You could use someone like that in the factory.”
 
   “I’d rather kill her.”
 
   “Come on, mate.  A few days in that place and she’ll tell you anything you want.  Plus she can increase your efficiency.  Get us out of this sweltering hellhole that much quicker, yeah?”
 
   “Good thinking,” the big man says.  To Tonya’s relief he pulls the gun back and then holsters it.  He cups her chin in one grimy hand.  “The guards would probably like some white meat anyhow.”
 
   “There you go.”
 
   As they laugh, Tonya wonders if it might be better for them to kill her now rather than drag it out.  She wishes she had one of those cyanide capsules like in the movies.  Melanie can probably hook her up with one of those, providing she gets out of this, which seems unlikely.
 
   “Take her over to her new home,” the big man says.
 
   “Sure thing, mate,” Hitter says.  He tosses a mock salute as the man walks away.  Once the man is gone, Hitter’s eyes narrow.  “You’re damned lucky to still be alive.”
 
   “I’m not sure about that, but thanks for saving me.”
 
   “I’m not saving you.  I want out of this place and you can make that happen quicker.”
 
   “It could happen a lot quicker if you’d let me use a radio.  I’m sure if I tell them how you saved me, they’ll go easier on you.”
 
   “Don’t start with me, girl.”  He brushes his jacket aside so she can see his gun holster.  “Much more of that mouth and I’ll shoot you myself.”
 
   Tonya knows this is one of those times when it’s better to say nothing, as difficult as that is for her.  She lets Hitter unlock the cuffs around her wrists and ankles.  She falls off the wall, but he catches her enough to keep her on her feet.  For a moment she’s pressed close to him.  As different as his body might be right now, she still feels the same comforting warmth of Diane’s body when they slept together.
 
   The moment ends quickly, as he shoves her forward.  “Get moving, kid.”
 
   She staggers forward, but looking back over her shoulder, she sees a faint hint of Diane in the man’s eyes.  Maybe she’s still in there somewhere.  If so, Tonya needs to find a way to unlock those memories before it’s too late.
 
   *** 
 
   It takes Kila only two hours to get across the Atlantic in her magic bubble.  She meets Melanie at the entrance to the Peacekeeper office in Kolwezi.  Melanie shakes the Peacekeeper’s purple hand and then shows her into Dward’s office.  Kila barely shows any reaction upon seeing the body.  “This is most unfortunate,” she says.
 
   “Any idea who could do this?”
 
   Kila says nothing.  Instead she takes out her black metal staff.  This she waves over the puddle of goo that remains of Dward.  Melanie hadn’t realized the staff could work like a tricorder on Star Trek; it’s a fact to file away for later.
 
   “It does not appear he was killed by anything magic.”
 
   “So that rules out a Peacekeeper staff?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How about an imitation Peacekeeper staff?”
 
   Kila considers this for a moment.  “I cannot be certain about that.  I would need to examine such a weapon first.”
 
   “It seems like a plausible scenario,” Melanie says.  “There aren’t any bullet holes in the walls.  No sign of anything bigger like a rocket launcher.  And since that thing didn’t have a neck, I doubt it could have been strangled.”
 
   Kila nods.  “A Bogterian is not easy to kill.  It is part of the reason Dward was assigned to this unstable region.”
 
   “Any chance of suicide?”
 
   “That seems very unlikely.”
 
   “I know, but it would make things simpler.”
 
   “You believe Commander Dward was conspiring to create Peacekeeper weapons for humans?”
 
   “It’s possible.  Diane disappeared in this region and he was in charge of it.”
 
   “That seems a tenuous connection.”
 
   “Someone was trying to make imitation Peacekeeper weapons in the Outback.  Whoever did that would need a Peacekeeper’s help, wouldn’t you say?”
 
   “Yes.  I see your point, General Amis.  If it were Dward, why would their laboratory be on another continent?”
 
   “Maybe to hide the connection from anyone who might notice.”
 
   “An interesting theory.  We will need some proof before I can contact my superiors.”
 
   “There’s not much proof here.  I’ve checked for any DNA, fingerprints, or anything else.  There’s nothing.”
 
   Kila nods again.  She holds up her staff to begin a search.  Melanie isn’t sure what to do, so she stands back by the door and waits.  As she waits, she notices a glint of light in a vent.  It’s too high up for her to reach without a chair, which apparently Dward didn’t think he needed.
 
   “There’s something up there,” she tells Kila, pointing excitedly like a toddler.
 
   The Peacekeeper lifts herself off the ground about two feet so she can reach the gate.  The staff spews a bolt of lightning to blast the screws holding the grate to the wall.  Once it’s shoved aside, Melanie sees they hit the jackpot:  a video camera.
 
   There are no computers in Dward’s office that could have been used to monitor the camera.  “Could he have linked it to his staff?”
 
   “No, not to such primitive technology.”  Kila grimaces slightly.  “My apologies.”
 
   “It’s all right.  We must seem like cavemen to you guys.”
 
   “There are many who think that way, but I have seen the heroism of your people.  Your technology might not be sufficiently advanced yet, but your spirit is equal to many races.”
 
   “Noble savages, then.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   Melanie looks around the room.  “If it wasn’t feeding to here, then it must be reporting to a remote site.”  Kila takes the camera down so Melanie can examine it.  As she expected, it has a wifi transmitter.  
 
   She reaches into her belt for her miniature toolkit.  This would probably be easier for Tonya, but they haven’t heard back from her yet.  For now she’ll have to try this on her own. 
 
   With the tools Melanie manages to open the camera up.  She hooks up one of Robin’s gizmos to the wiring inside the camera.  This lets her tap into its diagnostics.  Among the stream of information is the IP address for the wifi the camera is feeding to.  “Gotcha,” she mumbles.
 
   In this part of Africa there aren’t that many wifi hotspots around, not at all like in America with a Starbucks on every corner.  It doesn’t take her long then to track the source of the camera:  the Church of the Restoration in Kolwezi.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Hunched over her broom, Dr. Pierce moves like she’s an old woman again.  Every muscle and bone and her body still aches from the beating she took.  A sharp pain accompanies every breath.  She wonders if before long she’ll start to cough up blood.  That or her internal organs might begin to shut down one-by-one until she’s dead.
 
   If she doesn’t start to move faster, she might not have to wait for her organs to shut down.  A guard seems to know where to hurt her most, jabbing her injured ribs with his baton.  “Move it, kaffer,” he growls.
 
   From the curse word and his accent, she knows he’s South African.  Not a Mandela supporter, clearly.  He’s just the sort who would love a chance to push a bunch of blacks around as repayment for repealing apartheid.  She doesn’t say anything to him; she shuffles forward as fast as she can to continue her work.
 
   The blood from the dead worker is already gone; she’s glad she didn’t have to be the one to remove that stain.  It is sad to realize how impermanent the woman was, how easily any of them could be erased from this place.  She might easily be the next one.
 
   “Get your hands off me!” a girl screams in English.  Dr. Pierce looks up to see a young girl with blue hair and suntanned skin that’s much too light to make her a native of this place.  
 
   One of the guards gives her an introduction to the rules of this prison, clubbing the girl over the back.  The girl drops to her knees.  Dr. Pierce knows enough to stay back.  There’s nothing she can do to help the poor child, not now.  She can only continue to sweep or else she’ll be the one getting beaten.
 
   The girl continues to scream at the guards long after Dr. Pierce would have.  Eventually her cries fade away; they’ve probably beaten her unconscious.  She would ask how they could do such a thing to a teenage girl, but she’s already seen their disregard for human life; apparently that extends to all skin colors.
 
   *** 
 
   The blue-haired girl is shoved roughly into their pen.  “I asked for the honeymoon suite,” she calls back to the guards, but they pretend not to hear.
 
   Dr. Pierce watches the girl settle into a corner, hugging her knees to her chest.  Though it’s still painful to move—especially after hours spent cleaning the factory—Dr. Pierce makes her way over to the girl.  “Hello, young lady.  My name is Khala Pierce.”
 
   The girl looks up, her eyes rimmed with tears.  “You’re English, aren’t you?”
 
   “I was born in this region, but yes I emigrated to England as a child.  You’re an American, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”  The girl holds out her hand.  “Tonya Kinney.”
 
   “That name seems familiar for some reason.”
 
   “I also go by Ion Girl.  I helped save the world a year ago.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  We’re all very grateful.  Or I suppose we would be if we weren’t in this prison.”
 
   “Yeah, about that.  How did you end up here?”
 
   Dr. Pierce starts to tell her.  When she gets to meeting Diane, Tonya stops her.  The girl actually seizes her by the shoulders, prompting a new wave of pain.  “You saw Diane?”
 
   “Yes.  I met her in the ruins of my village.  We went through the jungle, until we saw a hill.  My people were there, taken captive by some soldiers.  Diane thought she could negotiate with them—”
 
   “Negotiate?  That doesn’t sound like Diane.”
 
   “You know Diane?”
 
   “She’s my…friend.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Dr. Pierce suspects they’re more than friends.  Such a lifestyle is not something she approves of, but she understands that it’s become far more common after that alien weapon turned all the men into women for that brief time.  “Diane asked me to go back to contact a General Amis.  But as you can see, I ended up here.”
 
   “What did Diane want you to tell Melanie?”
 
   “What I told you, more or less.  Can this General Amis help?”
 
   “She could, if we could get out of here to tell her.”
 
   “That is the sticky wicket.”  
 
   “These people Diane went to talk to, did you get a look at them?”
 
   “No, they were too far for me to see.  Diane said she knew one of them.  She thought he might be amenable to a diplomatic solution.”
 
   “I guess he wasn’t.”
 
   “No.  I waited for her to come back.  When she didn’t, I took off through the jungle.  Eventually some nasty men found me and brought me here.  Do you know what became of Diane?”
 
   “Diane is back to being Darrien now.”
 
   “You mean she’s a man?”
 
   “Yes.  She used to be an assassin called Hitter.  Now she is again.  Those people she talked to did something to her.  They took away his memories of being a girl.  I don’t know how, but unless we can find a way to reverse it, he’ll end up in prison at best.”
 
   “Oh dear.  I don’t imagine there’s much we can do here.  We’ve all tried to find a way out of this terrible place.  The only way so far seems to be as part of the trash.”
 
   The girl puts a hand on her shoulder.  In the girl’s eyes Dr. Pierce sees some of Diane’s confidence.  “We’re going to find a way out of here.  I promise.”
 
   “That’s kind of you to say, young lady, but I fear it is only a fool’s hope.  No one knows where we are.  There’s no way for them to find us.”
 
   “Then we have to find them.”
 
   “Yes, quite.  I should go lie down.  We both need our strength for the morning.”
 
   “You do that.”  Before Dr. Pierce can crawl off, Tonya says, “And thanks for telling me about Diane.”
 
   “You’re welcome, dear.”  Then Dr. Pierce curls up on the floor, soon dropping into sleep.
 
   *** 
 
   The entrance to the Church of the Restoration is barred by a solid metal gate that would require a tank to open.  That is unless you have a Neanderthal and a Peacekeeper.  Then it only requires a burst of lightning and a couple of punches to knock the gate down.
 
   “Goodness.  Should we really be barging into a church like this?” Mom asks.  
 
   “It’s not a real church, Mom.  It’s more like a cult.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   “While we’re here, you could ask about membership for you and Jasmine.”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  One church is enough for me.”
 
   If nothing else, Mom’s presence at least helps ease the tension of storming an enemy compound.  Melanie does make sure to stay in front of Mom to shield her from any bullets.  She should have thought to bring a bulletproof vest at least for Mom to wear.  If they make it back, maybe Melanie can talk to Mom about a proper outfit for this sort of thing.  But then since she’s wearing a powder blue-and-white catsuit she doesn’t have much room to talk.  At least the material of her catsuit is made with Kevlar fibers to lessen a bullet’s impact.
 
   She’s not surprised when armed guards rush out into the courtyard of the church.  “Stay right there!” one shouts.  The guards are armed with standard .38 pistols.  Not heavy firepower, but enough to stop her and Mom and perhaps Garlak if they’re lucky.
 
   Garlak roars back at the guards, ready to charge.  Melanie puts a hand on her arm.  “Not yet.  Let’s try to talk first.”
 
   “No like talk.”
 
   “I know.”  Melanie clears her throat.  “I am General Melanie Amis, Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency.  These are my agents and Lieutenant Kila of the Galactic Peacekeepers.  I need to speak with someone in charge concerning a murder investigation we are conducting.”
 
   “You want to speak to someone, make an appointment in the morning, kid,” one guard says.
 
   “Until then, get lost.”
 
   “All right, we tried talking,” Melanie says.  She hurls a shuriken before the guards can fire their guns.  Her shuriken hits one in the gun hand while Kila zaps the other with a burst from her staff.
 
   Garlak snuffles like an angry bull.  “Me wanted to bash them.”
 
   “I’m sure there are plenty more.”
 
   “Me hope.”
 
   Melanie lets Garlak bull her way into the church.  It appears the church used to be an actual church.  At least it still has the crosses and stained glass by the altar.  At that altar is a woman who looks like a darker-haired version of Mom.  She’s clad in a pink robe that looks like a nightgown with the CotR’s logo sewn onto the chest.
 
   “Stay back!” the woman shouts.  “This is private property.  You have no right to be here.”
 
   “We’re here about the murder of Peacekeeper Commander Dward.”  Melanie takes her badge out to hold up.  Kila doesn’t have a badge, but her appearance and staff are more than enough proof of her authority.
 
   “I don’t have to tell you anything.”
 
   “No, I suppose you don’t have to,” Melanie says.  She gestures to Garlak.  “But my associate will be unhappy if you refuse to cooperate.”
 
   “You can’t torture me.  That’s illegal!”
 
   “I’m afraid it’s pretty hard to stop Garlak when she gets in a bad mood.”
 
   Mom brushes past Melanie to take the terrified woman by the arm.  Apparently she’s decided to play good cop.  “It’s all right, dear.  My daughter won’t hurt you.  You know how impetuous young people can be.”
 
   “You’re one of us?”
 
   “No, but I am in a similar situation thanks to that weapon.  All we need is for you to tell us what happened to that poor alien and then we can be on our way.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you anything.”
 
   “Then maybe you can show us,” Melanie says.  “We know you had a camera planted in his office.  It’s been sending video back here.  Give us the footage and we can be out of your hair.”
 
   “Me tired of talk,” Garlak grumbles.  For emphasis she turns a pew over.  The woman screams and then presses herself tight to Mom.
 
   “It’s all right, young lady,” Mom says as if she’s talking to Melanie.  “Miss Garlak isn’t as mean as she likes to appear.  You should see her with her children; they’re so darling.”
 
   Garlak growls something under her breath at this.  The woman turns to face Mom.  “I can’t betray Miss Moon.  They’ll kill me.”
 
   “Sunny Moon is involved in this?”
 
   The woman puts a hand to her mouth, realizing her mistake.  “I’m a dead woman now!” she shouts and then begins to sob into Mom’s shoulder.
 
   Melanie shakes her head.  “Keep her here.  I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Kila follows Melanie down the hallway.  “Who is this Sunny Moon?”
 
   “She’s the head of the church.  She contacted me about those disappearances.”
 
   “That seems an odd thing for her to do if she is involved in this.”
 
   “I know.”  Melanie shakes her head.  “This whole thing is beginning to smell.”
 
   “I do not smell anything out of the ordinary.”
 
   “Oh, that’s an expression we use here.  It’s a figurative bad smell.”
 
   “I see.  Your human languages are quite interesting.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   Melanie sees a door marked “Office” and opens it.  As she suspected, this is the office for the head of this branch, probably the woman at the altar.  There’s a computer terminal on the desk, probably the one with the camera feed.
 
   Melanie sits at the chair and then begins to poke around the computer’s files.  As she expected, there’s a link to the feed from the video camera.  There’s also an archive for each day’s recordings.  “This looks like it,” Melanie says.
 
   She starts to go through the most recent feeds.  She has to go back two days to find Dward still alive.  Then she begins to fast-forward to find the instant of the murder.  What must be a few minutes before, a woman in a pink robe with the hood up steps into the office.  “What are you doing here?” Dward rumbles through his translator.
 
   The woman says nothing.  From her robe she produces a Peacekeeper staff.  Lightning bursts from this to fry the alien.  He screams for a few seconds as his body starts turning to liquid from the heat.  Melanie fast-forwards this to when the killer turns to leave.  She’s wearing a black mask to obscure most of her face.  Then she’s gone.
 
   “Great.  That’s not much help.”
 
   “But it is more than we had before,” Kila says.
 
   Melanie hears a crash from down the hall.  “We should go check on the others.”
 
   “That is a good idea.”
 
   They hurry back to the chapel to find Garlak smashing pews into kindling while the woman cries into Mom’s shoulder.  Mom is stroking her hair as if the woman is her actual daughter.  Mom looks up at Melanie and smiles.  “I think you should hear what Miss O’Brien was telling me.  Go on, sweetheart.  Tell them.”
 
   O’Brien looks up, her face red and lined with tears.  In a tiny voice she says, “There’s a town to the north of here.  Sunny hired some mercenaries to take the place over.  There’s a factory there.  That’s where they’re making the staffs.”
 
   “Peacekeeper staffs?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What for?”
 
   “I don’t know.  She didn’t tell us that.”
 
   “Can you take us to this place?”  The woman nods in response.  “All right, then let’s go.  Garlak, come on.”
 
   “Not finished bashing yet.”
 
   “There’s going to be plenty of stuff for you to bash where we’re going.”
 
   “Good.  Me getting bored.”
 
   Mom helps O’Brien walk all the way back to the plane.  On a map in the plane, the woman indicates where this town is located.  Melanie isn’t surprised to see it’s located not far from where Diane landed.  Now it makes a little more sense what happened to her.  But if Sunny Moon has a Peacekeeper sex-changing machine in addition to Peacekeeper staffs, they could be in for a lot of trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   They put Tonya on the machines.  Not as a worker, but as a mechanic.  Dr. Pierce keeps a close eye on the girl the same way Tikembe has kept a close eye on her.  She supposes in a place like this all they have is each other.  A guard nudges her in the back to remind her Tikembe’s not the only one watching her.  She shuffles along with her broom.
 
   After a few hours, Dr. Pierce notices Tonya motion to her.  She makes her way over and then discreetly turns away so no one will think they’re talking.  “I’ve got something for you.  Can you keep it safe?”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   “Great.”  
 
   Dr. Pierce feels something heavy drop into a pocket.  She nods slightly before she continues her rounds.  Later, during a rare break, she notes the object in her pocket is a piece of machinery.  She has no idea what it actually is, not until Tonya eases over to her.  “Did you ever see Iron Man?” she asks.
 
   “What is that?”
 
   “A movie from a few years ago.”
 
   “I’m afraid I didn’t get to many pictures.”
 
   “OK, well, this rich scientist guy is locked in a cave by terrorists and he uses components from around the cave to make a weapon so he can escape.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  Dr. Pierce isn’t a spy like Diane, but she understands this is a code for what Tonya plans to do.
 
   “I’ve talked to the other girls.  None of them have seen it either.  I guess there’s not a burgeoning film industry in central Africa yet.”
 
   “That’s very unfortunate,” Dr. Pierce says.  From what Tonya said, she gathers that the girl has given the others a piece of machinery as well.  Tonight they can gather up the pieces to perhaps build something to help them escape.  She doubts the plan will work, but it’s the best idea they have at the moment.
 
   A guard comes over to loom over them, rapping his billy club gently against his palm to indicate they should go back to work.  Dr. Pierce is quick to comply, not wanting another beating.  The guard doesn’t seem to notice the piece of machinery in her pocket; she hopes they don’t try to search her before she’s put into the pen to sleep.
 
   As she resumes work, she hears what she hoped never to hear:  young Khala wailing.  “Oh no,” she whispers.
 
   “What the bloody hell is this?” a guard roars.  Dr. Pierce hears another wail that comes from the baby’s mother.  No longer caring what the guards do to her, Dr. Pierce hurries towards the pen where they’d left the baby.  As she feared the guard dangles the baby in the air by its feet while the girl’s mother can only plead in her native tongue.
 
   “You monster!” Dr. Pierce shouts.  “That is an innocent child.”
 
   “Mind your business, kaffer,” the guard growls at her.  He motions with his baton to some of his fellow guards.
 
   “Khala, do not interfere,” Tikembe whispers into her ear.
 
   “You people get back to work,” the guard says.  “And someone get me a trash bag.”
 
   “She is not trash you can throw away!” Dr. Pierce shouts, ignoring Tikembe’s attempts to pull her back.  “She is a living human being.”
 
   “Not much longer.”
 
   The guard cocks his arm back as if to hurl the baby into a wall, which will surely cripple if not kill the child.  Dr. Pierce has never felt the rage that flows through her.  Her entire body trembles; her hands curl into fists.  Everything turns to a red haze while around her she hears crates and bits of loose machinery rattling as if in an earthquake.
 
   “You leave her alone!” Dr. Pierce screams.  Something strange happens then:  the guard is flung across the pen, into the barbed wire.  His body is turned so that while he’s driven into the fence, the baby is unharmed.  It’s the guard’s turn to scream now from the multiple lacerations that are probably quite deep given the speed at which he flew into the fence.
 
   His grip is weakened enough that young Khala’s mother can snatch her away.  Seeing the baby safe again, Dr. Pierce’s rage ebbs.  Her body continues to tremble, but now it’s from weakness.  “Khala!” Tikembe shouts a moment before Dr. Pierce pitches forward.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie hasn’t ridden in a Peacekeeper bubble before.  It’s an odd experience to be going faster than the speed of sound while having no walls or floors around her, only Kila and Garlak next to her.  “Does this come with a barf bag?” she asks, putting a hand to her stomach.
 
   ‘“Barf bag?’” Kila asks.
 
   “I need to vomit,” Melanie says, her last meal already rising up into her throat.
 
   “The bubble will filter out any organic material you expel,” Kila says.
 
   “Good.”  Melanie squats down to throw up onto the African jungle.  As Kila said, the puke goes through the bubble without even a flicker.  She hears Garlak rumble with laughter at this display.  Kila stares down at Melanie as if studying her; it’s probably the first time she’s ever seen a human throw up.
 
   Once her stomach has settled, Melanie wipes her mouth with the back of her hand.  “I’m sorry about that.  I don’t fly well.”
 
   “Ah, yes.  I have heard some human suffer from ‘motion sickness.’”
 
   “Unfortunately I’m one of them.”
 
   The bubble slows down.  “I will be cognizant of that in the future, General.”
 
   “Thanks,” Melanie says, but she hopes she won’t need to ride this way for some time.  Now that her stomach isn’t rebelling, she notes the view up here is impressive.  It’s almost like being a bird, soaring high above the lush canopy of the jungle without anything to obstruct her vision.
 
   Garlak is less interested in the view than the bubble itself.  She pokes it again and again with one meaty finger.  Then she sticks one hand through the bubble and waggles her fingers.  “Be careful,” Melanie warns.  “You hit something and you might lose that hand.”
 
   “Me careful,” Garlak grumbles.
 
   “It is best to keep your body inside the bubble,” Kila says.
 
   Garlak only snuffles, but she pulls her hand back.  Then she starts to tap her foot on the bubble to test its solidity.  Melanie is so caught up in the cavewoman’s antics she doesn’t see their destination until the bubble starts to descend.  “I will put us down outside the city so we can ascertain the situation first,” Kila says.
 
   “That’s a good idea.”  Melanie focuses her attention on the town ahead of them.  It’s not much to look at, more of a village really.  Half of the town seems taken up by a factory that at the moment is belching black clouds.  That must be what O’Brien had referred to.
 
   The bubble descends gently to the edge of the jungle.  Melanie feels another queasy rumble in her stomach during this long elevator ride down, but she manages not to throw up again.  Garlak of course takes this far better, letting out a rumble of laughter.
 
   “That fun,” she says as the bubble touches down and then disappears.
 
   “I’m glad you enjoyed it,” Melanie says.  She takes a moment to hurry over to the bushes to let out what she’d held back during the landing.  Now that they’re on solid ground, she should start to feel better again, which is good, because she’s sure things are going to get rough.
 
   She takes out her miniature binoculars so she can get a better look at the town.  As she figured, the situation is not good.  Everywhere she looks, she sees burly men in camouflage, armed with machine guns.  Worse yet, she sees civilians among them, all plodding along with the same look of fear on their faces.  They probably aren’t hostages, more like slaves.  Do they work at the factory?
 
   As she continues to survey the scene, she hears the rumble of an engine.  A school bus painted bright pink rolls onto the main street.  Melanie has an idea who this belongs to even before the bus stops and women in pink robes begin pouring out.  
 
   The last one off is Sunny Moon herself.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   Khala sits by the fire, forcing herself not to run away from the woman in the scary mask.  The old woman is the high priestess of the village; Mother has said it’s a great honor to have a meeting with her.  Khala doesn’t see what’s so great about having a scary old woman in a mask shove a poisonous snake at you.
 
   “There is great power in you, little one,” the priestess says.  “But you do not use it.”
 
   “What power?” she asks before she can remember Mother said it’s impolite to speak to the high priestess unless she asks you a question.
 
   “The power of the ancients flows through you.  Once you have learned to harness it, you will take my place.”
 
   Khala’s nose wrinkles at this.  She doesn’t want to end up a wrinkly old woman in a mask holding snakes.  “Do I have to?”
 
   “You must.  It is tradition.”
 
   Khala’s nose wrinkles again.  Her parents are always talking about ‘tradition,’ usually when they’re punishing her for doing something they don’t like.  She doesn’t see what’s so great about tradition if it means you can’t have any fun.
 
   “You do not yet understand the burden, child.  The priestess protects the village.  It is she who drives away those who would harm us.”
 
   That sounds like a big job, much too big for Khala.  Mother and Father won’t even let her go to the river by herself.  How could she look after the whole village?  Khala curls up into a ball and whimpers.  She wants to go back to her parents.  She wants Mother to sing to her and then kiss her on the forehead before she goes to sleep.
 
   “You may go, child.  We will talk more later.  I will show you how to unlock your destiny.”
 
   Khala needs no further prompting to get to her feet and scurry away into her mother’s arms.  Mother scoops her up and then smiles at her.  “My special little girl.  Someday you will be a great woman.”  Khala says nothing; she only snuggles closer to her mother until she falls asleep.
 
   The next morning she’s at the river to bathe when Dinar, an older boy, races down the bank, waving his arms.  “Strangers!” he shouts.  “Strangers are here!”
 
   Mother grabs his arm to press him for details.  From what Dinar says, these strangers have skin as pale as the moon and some with hair the color of the sun.  They also carry metal sticks that can belch fire and sound like thunder.
 
   Before Mother can say anything, Khala races towards the village, excited to see these magic men.  No one from outside the village has ever visited them before, though there have been tales of distant lands populated by strange people.  Khala always thought them a story, something her parents made up to entertain her before bed.
 
   As she reaches the edge of the village she sees Dinar told the truth.  There are pale-skinned men in the village with hair that shines like the sun.  They hold tubes of metal and wood in their hands.  One has a necklace made from teeth of a lion or some other scary animal. 
 
   At the moment most are standing around while the one with the necklace talks to the chieftain.  Khala can’t hear what they’re saying.  She’s about to get closer when Mother scoops her up.  “What are you doing?  You could have been killed!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mother.  I wanted to see the strangers.”
 
   Mother carries her into the village, to where Father waits by their hut.  He and the rest of the warriors are loitering around with their spears that look suddenly feeble compared to what the strangers carry.  “Get inside and stay there,” Father snaps to them.
 
   Mother takes Khala into the hut.  She lingers near the entrance to watch.  There’s not much to see for a long time.  Then there’s a high-pitched wail.  Khala squirms away from Mother enough to see the priestess has appeared in full regalia.  She levels her crooked wooden staff at the stranger with the necklace.  “You will leave this place at once or perish.”
 
   The man has the audacity to laugh at her.  He laughs even harder when she begins to chant an incantation.  Khala presses close to her mother again, fearing the worst.  The stranger ignores the priestess’s chant.  He bats the staff from her hand.  “Bloody savages,” he says in their language.  “Your trinkets can’t bother us.”
 
   “You dare to defile our priestess?” the chieftain shouts.  “Be gone from this place!”
 
   Though she’s a child, Khala knows this is foolish.  These strangers obviously have magic far more powerful than anything even the priestess possesses.  It’s hopeless to try to fight them.
 
   As Khala feared, the strangers lower their metal tubes while the warriors of the village—including Father—bring their spears up.  There’s a lot of shouting in their language and in the language of the strangers.
 
   Then Khala hears thunder and sees a flash from one of the metal tubes.  A warrior falls backwards to collapse onto the ground.  Mother tries to pull Khala back, but it’s too late.  She’s seen blood before from dead animals, just never from a person.
 
   The warriors and strangers begin to fight while still shouting at each other.  One of the strangers turns to Father, his magic stick pointed at Father’s chest.  Khala breaks free from her mother and races out of the hut.
 
   “No!” she screams at the stranger.  To her surprise, the man is thrown back all the way across the village.  The other strangers are likewise thrown backwards.  Khala throws herself against Father, who pats her back gently.
 
   The stranger with the necklace of teeth gets to his feet.  He stares at Khala for a moment before he turns and flees.  The others follow him into the jungle.  A few of the more foolhardy warriors go after them.
 
   Later, after everything has settled, Mother and Father take Khala to the priestess’s hut.  It’s as scary as Khala would have thought, with masks and dead animals all over the place.  Khala snuggles closer to her parents.
 
   They didn’t punish her for what happened with the strangers.  Mother did gently say it was a foolish thing to do, but that was all.  Mostly she’s spent the day crying at the terrible things she’d witnessed.  Perhaps her parents thought that was enough punishment—that and having to see the priestess again.
 
   “You are a brave child,” the priestess says.
 
   “They were going to hurt Father,” Khala mumbles.
 
   “As I said, you have great power within you.  I fear it is too much power.”  When Khala’s parents say nothing, the priestess continues, “Those demons will return.  Perhaps not for some time, but they will come back for the child.  You must take her far from this place, where they will not find her.  When she is old enough, she may return to take her rightful place.”
 
   “Yes, High Priestess,” Father says.  
 
   “I don’t want to leave the village!” Khala shouts.  She looks up at her mother.  “Mother, please—”
 
   “That is enough, child.  You must do as the high priestess commands.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it is tradition.  And your father and I say so.”
 
   Whenever her parents say that, Khala knows she can’t win.  She is just a child, far too little to oppose them.  Unless she can do again what she did this morning.  She closes her eyes, but she can’t make anything happen.  Maybe it was only a one time occurrence.  Maybe the priestess is wrong about her having any power.
 
   The priestess holds out her staff.  The gnarled end of it touches Khala’s forehead.  “When you return, you will take my place,” the priestess says.  “You will be the protector of the village, as you were today.”
 
   Khala wants to scream she doesn’t want to, but she knows it’s futile.  There’s nothing she can do even as her parents take her from the village—her only home—the next morning.  They have no idea where they’re going, only that it will be far away.  Over Mother’s shoulder Khala takes one last look at the village and wonders when she’ll see it again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Dr. Pierce wakes up to find a stack of crates towering over her.  She has to raise her hand and study it for a moment to realize she’s not still a child.  That was only a dream.  No, not a dream—a memory.  A memory long hidden away, pushed down with many others from her time in the village as she became accustomed to her new “civilized” life in England.  
 
   Young Khala’s mother looks down on Dr. Pierce and then helps her to sit up.  The woman clutches her child close to her chest.  She smiles and then in English says, “Thank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome,” Dr. Pierce says.  She gasps to see that awful guard still hanging from the barbed wire, looking almost crucified there.  She gets to her wobbly feet to see the factory has erupted into chaos.  The other workers are battling the guards with brooms, mops, pipes, and some of the staffs they’ve been assembling.  So far the guards are only using their clubs, but she knows it’s a matter of time before they elect to use something stronger.
 
   She would have expected Tonya Kinney to be in the middle of the battle, but the teenager is huddled over something inside the pen.  “What are you doing?” Dr. Pierce asks.
 
   “I’m making a transmitter.  It should be enough to signal Melanie.  Or any other good guys in the area.”
 
   “I see.  That is wise of you.”
 
   Tonya motions towards the revolt with her head.  “You should go help them out.  Go all Carrie on those guys again.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “It’s another movie.  You ever hear of telekinesis?”
 
   “Yes—”  Dr. Pierce puts a hand to her mouth.  “You think that’s what I did?”
 
   “Sure looked that way to me.”
 
   “But there’s no such thing—”  Her voice trails off again as she thinks back to what happened in the village so long ago.  She had thrown those strangers the same way she’d thrown that guard—the same way she’d killed him.  She whispers, “I’m a murderer now.”
 
   “What, that asshole?  That wasn’t murder.  That was justice.”
 
   “I’m not sure a court would agree.”
 
   “Look, Doc, he was going to kill a baby.  A baby.  If that’s not justifiable homicide I don’t know what is.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true.”  Still, as a doctor she’s sworn to save lives, not end them.  The fact she saved the baby named for her is of little comfort at the moment.
 
   “So get out there and buy some time for me to call in the cavalry.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Dr. Pierce limps away from the pen, still feeling wobbly.  She almost stumbles into one of the guards.  He raises his club to hit her.  She tries to summon the power to push him away, but nothing happens.  Perhaps she’s used it up already.
 
   Before the club can hit her, the guard pitches forward.  Dr. Pierce finds Tikembe behind him, one of the metal staffs in her hand.  “You are back,” she says.  “Now we can—”
 
   There’s that sound like thunder Dr. Pierce remembers from her dream.  A hole blooms in Tikembe’s chest as it did in the warrior back in the village.  The woman tumbles forward, into Dr. Pierce’s arms.  From the amount of blood, Dr. Pierce knows there’s no way to save the woman, not before they could get her to a hospital.  “Take this,” Tikembe says.  She presses her staff into Dr. Pierce’s hands before her last breath escapes her lips.  She rolls off of Dr. Pierce to sprawl limp on the factory floor.
 
   The guard looms over Dr. Pierce, a smoking pistol in hand.  He turns it to Dr. Pierce.  She brings up the staff.  Strangely the end of it glows purple.  She intended only to knock the guard’s pistol away, but instead the staff erupts with purple lightning.  The guard is thrown back a good twenty yards to lie in a smoldering heap at the edge of the pen.
 
   Dr. Pierce gets to her feet.  The staff is still glowing.  Not only that, she feels electricity from it running through her.  The aches and pains from the beating she took vanish.  “My goodness,” she says to herself.
 
   There’s a snarl to her left.  She sees another guard approaching to avenge his comrade.  She turns the staff to him and again lightning shoots from it.  The guard is thrown violently into a wall.  “What’s happening to me?” she asks, staring at the staff incredulously.
 
   A hand touches her shoulder.  She holds up the staff but then sees it’s only Tonya.  “Looks like the tide has turned,” the girl says.  She gestures to the pen.  “I’ve got the beacon going, but we might not need it.”
 
   To Dr. Pierce’s surprise the girl has a pistol taken from a guard.  “Oh dear,” Dr. Pierce mumbles.  Then she lets Tonya drag her away from where Tikembe—her friend—still lies.
 
   *** 
 
   At a time like this, Melanie wishes superhero costumes could be a little more practical.  Even her old black catsuit would be better than trying to waltz into this enemy stronghold in a powder blue-and-white catsuit with matching cape, mask, and beret.  The costume she had designed more for its symbolic value than as camouflage.  Maybe she could ask Tonya or Alan about finding a way to make the fabric change color as needed.
 
   She mentions the dilemma to Kila.  “Is there a spell or something that could turn us invisible or make me look like one of them or something?”
 
   “Not that I am aware of.  However, I may be able to assist in another way.”  Kila holds out her staff.  Melanie waits for it to glow or shoot lightning as she’s seen before.  Instead a black pellet drops to the ground.  Melanie is about to ask what good that would be, but then she watches as the pellet inflates into a suitcase big enough that it would need to be checked at an airport.
 
   “That’s pretty convenient,” Melanie says.
 
   “Yes.  Starla has encouraged me to adopt a more human guise when I am not working,” Kila explains as she unzips the suitcase to reveal an array of women’s clothes.  Melanie rummages through these, wishing Kila had brought a pink bathrobe with her.
 
   She does have a pink nightgown that might work if no one looks too closely.  Even better, she can wear it over her General Gaia uniform—except the beret and mask, which she’s happy enough to be rid of.  It’s not an ideal disguise, but it’s better than the alternative.
 
   “I’ll go in to assess the situation.  When I give the word, you and Garlak can come in as backup.”
 
   “Me not want to stay here,” Garlak grumbles.
 
   “I know, but it’ll just be a few minutes.  Then I promise you can bash stuff.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   “We will wait for your signal,” Kila says.
 
   Melanie nods to her and then sets out into town.  A guard stops her before she reaches the first building.  “You a little lost?”
 
   “Yes.”  Melanie giggles like an airhead.  “I made a wrong turn.  Do you know where Miss Moon went?”
 
   “She’s in the temple with the rest of them.  You best hurry up.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She gives the man a wave and then skips away into town.  She stops the skipping after a block to resume a more normal pace.  Peeking into a convenience store she notes one of the civilians being held, probably as forced labor.  
 
   It’s clear the farther she goes that the entire town has become Sunny Moon’s property.  Melanie supposes it makes sense.  This region is so contested that it already changes hands about once a month.  And situated in the heart of Africa, it’s far from where anyone except the occasional movie star or singer doing charity work might take notice.  Here Sunny Moon and her church can operate under the radar.
 
   The only question is what they want.  Melanie figures the answer to that will be inside the “temple.”  In reality the temple is a mansion that probably belonged to whoever was running the factory before Moon and her Peacekeeper friend took the place over.
 
   Melanie’s able to easily slip past the guards; they barely take notice of her as she rushes past them.  After all, how many other white girls dressed in pink are they likely to see out here?  She follows the sound of voices into what used to be a ballroom.  Now there are rows of chairs lined up, most of them occupied by a young woman in a robe.
 
   Sunny Moon stands at a podium on a makeshift stage.  “My friends, the time has come.  The alien invasion gave us a fresh lease on life, a second chance.  Now it is up to us to use that second chance not to make the same mistakes.  Today we will begin a revolution to change the balance of power forever.  The old men who’ve managed to cling to power—to the past—will be wiped away.”
 
   Moon stops as a half-dozen servants are marched into the room carrying long wooden boxes.  “You girls have been chosen because you alone can use the tools that will give us victory over the old guard.”
 
   Melanie watches the women begin to open the wooden boxes.  Out of them they take out the imitation Peacekeeper staffs Diane first came across in the Outback.  It’s all falling into place now.  These are the women who disappeared across the world.  Somehow—perhaps with Peacekeeper help—Moon determined those who have some kind of latent supernatural ability that in theory will make them able to use the staffs.  With the magical weapons, not even the Super Squad would be able to stop them.  The only ones who might are the Peacekeepers themselves and who knows how many of them Moon’s gotten to?
 
   A hand clamps down on Melanie’s shoulder.  She assumes she’s about to be given one of the weapons, but then she looks up to see Hitter.  “I think you’d best come with me, love.”
 
   “Excuse me?  I’m with Miss Moon—”
 
   “I know who you are, General.  You don’t think we have face recognition gizmos in here?”
 
   “Oh.  I see.”  Melanie could try to fight, but she’s sitting, unarmed, and in a room full of the enemy.  All she can do is touch her communicator as she gets up.  She gives it a few clicks, which she hopes Kila will understand is a code that she needs rescued.  Then she lets Hitter drag her from the room.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   The battle for the factory is Dr. Pierce’s first real taste of combat.  She decides it’s much less fun than those video games her grandchildren are always playing.  Most of the time she would like nothing more than to dissolve into a sobbing heap, but she can’t.  As the only one capable of using a Peacekeeper staff, she has to lead the fight.
 
   Tonya stays with her, which is a good thing as the girl despite her age knows much more about fighting than Dr. Pierce does.  The girl shoves her behind some boxes as shots go over their head.  “Careful, Doc.  You’re our secret weapon.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  They didn’t prepare me for this in medical school.”
 
   She peeks over the boxes to see two more of the guards.  No, these aren’t the normal guards.  From the amount of weapons they’re carrying, these are some of the men from outside the factory, like those who apprehended her.  They must be calling in their reserves to put down the rebellion.
 
   Dr. Pierce lifts the staff enough to fire a burst of lightning.  She’s gotten to the point where she doesn’t close her eyes whenever she fires it.  She’s also improved her aim enough that she hits one man in the left leg.  The other she hits in the right shoulder.  
 
   With her using the staff for cover, Tonya bolts to disarm the soldiers.  She adds their machine guns and grenades to her growing cache of weapons.  Some of these she hands out to other women to use, though Dr. Pierce doubts they have any more idea how to use them than she does.
 
   Machine gun fire interrupts her thoughts.  Tonya somersaults behind the boxes a moment before a half-dozen soldiers round the corner.  “Light them up, Doc.”
 
   “Yes, quite,” Dr. Pierce mumbles.  She’s never imagined herself a warrior before, but there’s no choice in this situation.  She fires a burst from her staff, taking down two of the soldiers.  She ducks before they can return fire.  
 
   While Dr. Pierce is cowering, Tonya takes one of the grenades from her belt.  “Oh dear.  You’ll kill them.”
 
   “Nope,” Tonya says as she hurls the grenade.  Dr. Pierce curls up behind the boxes and puts her hands to her ears.  That’s not enough to blot out the screams of the soldiers.
 
   She summons her courage to look over the edge of the boxes.  From the way the men are writhing on the floor and the lack of blood it’s clear they aren’t dead.  “Flash-bang,” Tonya says.  Then she hurries out from behind the boxes to disarm the men.  She also clobbers each on the head with the butt of a machine gun to knock them out.
 
   Dr. Pierce flattens herself against a wall and then peeks around a corner.  She’s in time to see a large man with a red beard accompanied by a dozen more soldiers.  Following behind them is another man strangely dressed in a gray suit, something not well-suited to a battlefield like this, especially in this climate.
 
   She’s about to poke her staff around the corner when Tonya yanks her back.  “Don’t!”
 
   “Why ever not?”
 
   “That man in the suit—that’s Diane.”
 
   Dr. Pierce peeks around the corner again.  Now that she’s looking for it, she can see the similarities in the man’s features.  If he were shorter, leaner, and had breasts he would be a dead ringer for Diane.  “Oh dear.  What do we do?”
 
   “You take out the others.  I’ll handle her—him.”
 
   “Is that wise?”
 
   “No, but I’ve got to believe she’s still in there.  Maybe I can reach her.”
 
   “Very well.  Good luck, Miss Kinney.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   Then Tonya throws herself across a gap to take cover behind a machine.  The soldiers naturally turn in that direction, making them an easy target for the staff.  Dr. Pierce fires time and again until only the red-bearded man, two soldiers, and the man who used to be Diane remain.
 
   The man who used to be Diane curses as Tonya nearly takes off his head with a bullet.  He turns to the red-bearded one and says, “You handle that one.  The little one is mine.”  She can’t be sure where the man goes, probably to try to find a way to circle around behind Tonya.
 
   The others fire their weapons in Dr. Pierce’s direction, but she’s too well protected by the wall.  At least for the moment.  In time they might find a way to circle around to entrap her.  Unless she can deal with them first.  She leans the staff around the corner and fires.  Another of the soldiers goes down.
 
   At that moment reinforcements show up in the form of another half-dozen soldiers, these armed with flamethrowers.  Apparently they’re going to set the whole building on fire rather than try to bring the factory under control—a real scorched Earth policy.  Even as she thinks this, a jet of flame narrowly misses her.  No, it didn’t miss her, it was absorbed.
 
   Dr. Pierce notes the staff is glowing, only now instead of shooting lightning, it’s erected a bubble around her.  Apparently this bubble protects her from the flames.  Will it also protect her from bullets?  She’s not sure, but now is the time to find out.
 
   She steps out from behind cover and closes her eyes as she hears the whoosh of the flamethrowers and thunderclaps of the guns.  Nothing penetrates the bubble; she doesn’t even feel warmer.  Dr. Pierce opens her eyes to stare at the men.  “My apologies, gentlemen.  I seem to have you at a disadvantage.  Perhaps you would care to surrender?”
 
   “We ain’t going to surrender,” the red-bearded man growls.  “We are going to burn this place to the ground.  Try to stop us with that bubble of yours.”
 
   He’s right that the bubble won’t work; it’s a defensive weapon, not an offensive one.  She needs to knock the men with the flamethrowers down—
 
   As if reading her thoughts the staff launches a concussive blast that knocks the soldiers off their feet.  While they’re struggling to right themselves with the heavy fuel canisters on their backs, she does as Tonya has already done so many times before and hits them with her stick until they’re unconscious.
 
   Only the red-bearded man is still conscious, but he’s managed to get to his feet and make it to a door.  She tries another concussive blast, but she’s too late.
 
   A cheer goes up behind her.  She sees the other workers there, armed with their non-functioning sticks or guns given to them by Tonya.  Some of them pat her on the back and congratulate her in their native language.  Her cheeks warm at all this praise.  She has saved lives before, but never in quite so dramatic a fashion.
 
   “I suppose now it is time for us to leave this awful place,” she says.  She points the staff at a wall and fires a concussive blast.  It’s powerful enough to blow an opening through the wall to let the women pour out into the town.
 
   Dr. Pierce stays behind to look for Tonya, but she can’t see the girl.  Then she hears a scream.
 
   *** 
 
   A few times in bed Tonya had let Diane hit her.  That was just a friendly little tap to energize their lovemaking.  When Darrien hits her, it’s like having an anvil dropped on her as in an old cartoon.  She wobbles on her feet for a moment before her body decides it’d be better off on the catwalk.
 
   When she took her potshot at Darrien, she thought it would get his attention.  Which it did.  That was the only aspect of her plan to go right so far.  After that she had scrambled up into the catwalks, hoping to use the terrain to her advantage.  It did make it tougher for him to get a bead on her.  That also made it harder for her to get a bead on him.
 
   She realized she’d miscalculated when she looked down and saw she was about three stories up.  Without her armor it’d be a long fall down.  Worse yet, Darrien is closing in on her.  She narrowly gets behind a pipe before his shot would have taken her head off.
 
   “You don’t want to do this, Diane!  You love me.  I know you do.”
 
   “I’m not Diane.  My name is Darrien.”
 
   “You might be now, but for the last year you were Diane.  I know somewhere in that Swiss cheese brain of yours you still remember.”
 
   “All I remember is you trying to leave me in Haiti without any knickers.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that.  It was for your own good.  You need help.”
 
   “From you?  I’ll be in the grave before I take help from some little punk like you.”
 
   “I’m not a little punk!  Not inside.”
 
   “Could have fooled me.”
 
   From his voice she can tell he’s getting close.  She decides to bolt, hoping to reach the next cluster of pipes.  If she can just keep talking, maybe something will kick in.  She counts to three and then leans around to fire a wild shot from her gun.  It doesn’t come anywhere near him, but it does the job of getting him down enough for her to take off.
 
   Except like a dumb girl in a horror movie she trips over a raised portion of the catwalk and tumbles forward.  The gun skitters away from her grasp, ending up by the pipes she hoped to reach.  She gets halfway to her feet, but that’s when he hits her right in the face.
 
   She lies on the catwalk, looking up at him.  He aims his gun at her forehead.  There’s no way in Hell he can miss from this distance.  “Get up,” he growls.
 
   “Why?  So you can hit me again?”
 
   “Only if you don’t behave.  You’re going to be my ticket out of here.  No way your friends risk killing you.”
 
   “A human shield?  That’s all I am to you now?”
 
   “I’ve told you before, you’re not my girlfriend.  I don’t know you.”
 
   “Then I’d rather you put a bullet into my brain right now.  I’d rather die than have to live without you.”
 
   “Tell it to your diary, kid.”  He grabs her by the front of her shirt.  As a man it’s easy enough for him to haul her up.  
 
   Tonya can think of only one thing to do, something so desperate and crazy it will probably get her killed—she kisses him.  He’s not prepared for her to lunge forward enough for her lips to touch his.  For a second he resists, but then he starts to kiss her back.  The lips are a little firmer and not as full, but otherwise it’s not so different than kissing Diane.
 
   When they finally have to break for oxygen, he stares at her.  Then he drops his gun.  He puts both hands to his head and screams.  She can only squat next to him as he thrashes around on the catwalk, acting like Linda Blair in The Exorcist.
 
   His body finally stops thrashing around.  Tonya worries for a moment he might be dead.  Then he rolls over and reaches up to touch her cheek.  “Hey, kid,” he whispers.  “Thanks for waking me up.”
 
   “Diane?”
 
   “It’s still Darrien.  But I remember, yeah.”
 
   She helps him to sit up and then throws her arms around him in a hug.  This time she opts for kissing his cheek.  “That was like a fairy tale,” she says.  “Only the princess woke up the handsome prince for a change.”
 
   “Well there’s no Happily Ever After quite yet.  Not until I get that son of a bitch Outback.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Big guy.  Red beard.”
 
   “Oh, that asshole.  I think Dr. Pierce was dealing with him.”
 
   “Oh, her.  How’d she manage that trick with the staff?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We can find out later.”
 
   They start to make their way down the catwalk when Dr. Pierce appears in one of those magic bubbles the Peacekeepers use.  There’s a queasy look on the woman’s face that reminds Tonya of Melanie whenever the Auxiliary had to fly somewhere.  Still she has the wherewithal to aim her staff at Darrien.  “Are you all right, young lady?”
 
   “I’m fine, Doc.  So’s Diane.”
 
   “More or less.  I suppose we’ve both undergone a change since we parted ways.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose so.  I’ll meet you two at the bottom.”
 
   Tonya nods to her and then watches the bubble zig-zag away like it’s being driven by a drunk driver.  “Do you suppose you need a license to operate one of those?” she asks.
 
   Darrien groans and then bends down for his gun.  “Don’t make me reconsider killing you.”
 
   “There’s my old friend.  So how’s it feel to have your ding-dong back?”
 
   “It seems smaller than I remember.  You think that machine messed something up?”
 
   “You wish.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Hitter left Melanie in an office with a trio of guards.  Then he touched a microphone in his ear and hustled off, leaving orders for the guards to keep her there.  Apparently there was trouble in paradise.  Probably Garlak and Kila coming to rescue her.
 
   There still hasn’t been a rescue after what must be twenty minutes waiting.  When the door opens she hopes it will be one of her friends, but it’s Sunny Moon.  The woman flashes her overly bright smile as she sits down behind her desk.  “That is a very cute disguise, Miss Amis.  Wherever did you find that out here?”
 
   “I borrowed it from a friend.”
 
   “I see.  Now, suppose you tell me what brought you here?”
 
   “I found Dward in Kolwezi.  Miss O’Brien said what you had done to him.”
 
   “That was unpleasant.  I would have preferred to avoid it, but even space monsters can get too greedy for their own good.”
 
   “And he’d fulfilled his usefulness, right?”
 
   “Yes.  His protection was no longer needed.  As you can see, our operation is well under way.”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “General—Melanie—you’re a smart girl.  You should join us.  Stop fighting for the status quo.  Where has that ever gotten you?  Or the world for that matter?  Look around this continent and see what a mess the old regimes have made of everything.”
 
   “And you’re going to fix all that.”
 
   “Yes.  I know you don’t believe it, but Omega was a gift from God.  He’s given us a second chance.”  She pauses to shake her head sadly.  “I think of how I wasted my life the last time.  Like all the others I was in the rat race for my crumbs of money and power, but I was never going to get anywhere.  Not really.  To mix my rodent metaphors, I was only spinning around like a hamster on its wheel.  Most of the others weren’t even doing that.
 
   “We’re not the worst, though.  The worst are those like you.  You fought for their side.  You believed in their side.  Yet you’re still on the hamster wheel.  They might have given you a new title, but they won’t really let you save the world.  There’s far too much for them to lose.”
 
   It’s Melanie’s turn to shake her head.  “I can understand it all except why you contacted me about the missing girls.  Why put me on your trail?”
 
   “You were already on my trail after your agent stumbled across our lab in the Outback.  I thought—accurately as it turns out—that by contacting you I could ensnare you in my web.  I’m only disappointed you didn’t bring the rest of your super friends.  Then we could be rid of those fascists all in one swoop.”
 
   “They’re not fascists.  They fight for everyone’s freedom, like I do.”
 
   “Save me the patriotic speech, Melanie.  I know it too well.  At one point I even believed it.  America, the land of opportunity.  But those opportunities are only for those with enough money—people like you.”
 
   Melanie wonders how much longer she can keep Moon talking.  So far this has been working out like one of her old comic books, but Moon isn’t dumb enough to sit here gabbing forever.  Eventually she’ll get tired of toying with Melanie and finish her off.
 
   To Melanie’s relief she hears a roar followed by the sound of doors being torn from their hinges.  The guards behind her are in the process of turning around when the door explodes, knocking them to the floor.  Garlak stomps into the room, looking every bit a flesh-toned She-Hulk.  “Me bash bad woman,” she growls.
 
   “Be my guest,” Melanie says.
 
   The cavewoman takes a step towards where Moon sits.  That’s when Moon presses a button that sets off a flash grenade.  Melanie and Garlak cry out in pain.  When Melanie’s vision clears to only a few popping flashbulbs of purple and green, she sees Moon has gone.
 
   With a roar Garlak tears apart the ropes holding Melanie to the chair.  She gets to her feet.  “Thanks.  You clean up here.  I’ll go after her.”
 
   Garlak nods, more than happy to continue her rampage through the “temple.”  This leaves Melanie to try to pick up Moon’s trail.  As a student of Midnight Spectre she had plenty of schooling in detective work.  She didn’t need to be Midnight Spectre to know Moon is going to need some way out of here.
 
   She races out into the courtyard to see a cloud of dust in the difference.  Moon probably commandeered a jeep.  Well, two can play that game, Melanie thinks.  She spots a jeep left in the street.  The keys are still inside, allowing her to start it up and race off in pursuit.
 
   Since they’re equally matched, Melanie can’t gain much ground.  At best she can hope to keep Moon in sight and intercept her at her final destination.  That gets harder as they race into the jungle.  Melanie has to worry more about trees and brush in her path than gaining on Moon.  The jeep is at least sturdy enough to plow through the roughest patches of the trail.
 
   At last she comes to a clearing and finds the jet where they’d left it.  Another jeep is already there, probably Moon’s.  As Melanie comes to a stop, she gasps.
 
   Wriggling in Moon’s grasp, a pistol to her temple, is Mom.
 
   *** 
 
   As an assassin, Hitter never spent much time chasing anyone down.  The whole point of being an assassin was to eliminate needless chases by getting a clean kill the first time.  Even during her year in GAIA’s employ she hadn’t gotten into many footraces, except with the occasional drug smuggler.  
 
   Given all that, he’s not sure he’ll be able to catch up to Outback.  This would be easier if he had one of those magic bubbles the Peacekeeprs—and Dr. Pierce—use, but they’re all busy at the moment.  All he can do is keep plugging along through the town.
 
   At one point he was pretty sure he saw Melanie whiz past in a jeep, but she went by too fast to flag down.  He doesn’t know where she had been going, maybe to get them some help.  It’s no bother as Outback is still on foot.  He bears left into a convenience store.  Like in an action movie he shoves junk to the floor to try to slow Hitter down.  Rather than wallow through the garbage, Hitter gets in a good stance and aims his Desert Eagle.  The big gun kicks once.
 
   Outback cries out in pain.  Then he collapses into the back room.  “Sorry about the mess, mate,” Hitter says to the man behind the counter.  He steps around the junk on the floor, into the back room.
 
   Outback is on his feet enough that he can stagger through an exit, into an alley.  There’s blood oozing from the wound in his shoulder.  By all rights Hitter should have aimed for his head, but he preferred to watch the man suffer.  He watches Outback struggle along for a minute before he shoots him in the right calf.
 
   Hitter turns him over to look down on him.  “Hello, mate.  You trying to bail on your men?”
 
   “There’s still time to get out of here.  We can make it back to Kolwezi, get on a plane—”
 
   “Only way you’ll be getting on a plane is in cuffs I’m afraid.”
 
   Outback shakes his head.  “You can’t remember.  That spell, it wiped everything.”
 
   “No, it just buried it for a while.  I remember everything now—including what you did to me.  That’s no way to treat an old mate, is it?”
 
   “I could have killed you then.  Or I could have made you into a little kid.  But I didn’t.”
 
   “No, you let me nearly kill my friends.  That’s not something I can forgive.”
 
   “Then go ahead.  Put a bullet in me.  That’s what my old friend Darrien would do.”
 
   It is a tempting offer to be sure.  Not only did Outback set Hitter on his friends—especially on Tonya—but he also monkeyed around with Hitter’s brain.  That kind of violation isn’t the kind of thing he can shrug off.  And yet when he thinks of Tonya and Melanie, he knows what they would want him to do.
 
   He turns the gun around to pistol whip Outback.  The Desert Eagle is heavy enough to knock him unconscious.  “It’ll be more fun seeing you in prison as a cute little girl,” Hitter grumbles.
 
   He hears someone coming and spins around.  “Whoa there, partner,” Tonya shouts, putting her hands up.  He tucks the pistol back into its holder.  “So you got him?”
 
   “Obviously.”
 
   “And he’s still alive?”
 
   “For now.”
 
   “Great.”
 
   It’s then they look up to see purple bubbles raining from the sky.  Apparently the cavalry has shown up, though perhaps a bit late.  Hitter yanks Outback to his feet and then drags the man back towards the factory to join his mates.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie raises her hands.  “Let her go.”
 
   “I don’t think so.  She’s my ticket out of here.”  Moon presses the gun tighter to Mom’s head.  “The family resemblance is remarkable.  You two could be twins.”
 
   “Miss Moon, please, don’t do this,” Mom says.  “I understand your cause.  I sympathize.  I’m like you, a second chancer.”
 
   “You’re not like me.  You’re working for the status quo.  You and your daughter.”
 
   “My daughter saved the world.  Without her, Omega would have killed us all.”
 
   “It was Apex Girl who blew him up.  And Velocity Man who made the bomb,” Melanie says.  “I’m not a hero.  I only tried to do what I could to return sanity to the world.”
 
   “You wanted us to go back to what we were.  But that time is over.  Don’t you see?  It’s our time to become more.  My army—”
 
   “Is defeated,” Melanie says.  She gestures with her head to the purple bubbles streaking overhead.  “The Peacekeepers will take care of them.  Those who aren’t on your payroll.  If we’re lucky they won’t decide to destroy the whole human race.”
 
   “All the more reason to have let my project go ahead.  Do you think these ‘Peacekeepers’ will ever go away?  Do you think they’ll end their occupation of Earth?  Not until they see we can make it hard for them.”
 
   “You sound like bin Laden’s ilk now.”
 
   “Just because they were wrong doesn’t mean they didn’t have some good ideas.  The only way to save this world is to get rid of all the trappings of the status quo—including the Peacekeepers.”
 
   Melanie is surprised when Mom laughs.  “I’m sorry, but I thought you were an adult.  Fighting the Peacekeepers and the ‘status quo’ is only going to drench this world in blood.  What do you think you’ll accomplish with this tantrum?  You’re only going to get innocent people killed.”
 
   “Starting with you.”
 
   Before Moon can pull the trigger, Mom sweeps her leg back to kick Moon’s out from under her.  They tumble to the ground.  Moon reaches for the pistol, but Melanie kicks her in the face hard enough to break the woman’s nose.  A shuriken tipped with poison to the back causes the woman to finally go limp.
 
   Melanie nudges Moon a few times to make sure she’s down.  Then she takes a set of zip ties from her belt to tie Moon’s hands.  Mom is still on the ground, only sitting up now.  Melanie holds out a hand to help her up.
 
   “That was pretty impressive,” Melanie says.
 
   “I did learn a few things from Jasmine.  She picked them up sparring with your friend Robin.”
 
   “Maybe I should let you be a field agent after all.”
 
   Mom shakes her head.  “I think I’ve had more than enough of this excitement.  My insides feel like jelly right now.”
 
   Melanie gives her mother a hug to help comfort her.  “So are mine.  When I saw her with that pistol to your head—”
 
   “It’s all right, honey.  It’s over now.”
 
   Melanie nods, but she knows that isn’t true.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   They hold a party in the cramped offices of GAIA in Atomic City to welcome Diane back.  Thanks to the miniature version of the alien weapon, she is Diane Giordano once more.  The change has left her scrawnier, so that she and Jessica Murphy could be sisters.  Her freckled cheeks turn red as Tonya steers her into the room, where Melanie, Mom, and Garlak shout, “Surprise!”
 
   “Major Giordano reporting for duty,” Diane says.
 
   “Welcome back,” Melanie says.  She forsakes a handshake in favor of a hug.  “I was afraid you might not go through with it.”
 
   “Well it was either that or prison.  I wouldn’t recommend prison.”
 
   It had nearly been prison in any case.  Melanie had to strongly plead with American authorities that Hitter had been brainwashed when he broke into Guontanamo Bay and killed Klinsmann.  A confession from the girl formerly known as Outback helped back this up.  Despite all this, Diane is still on thin ice.  The authorities promised Melanie that one strike and Diane will be locked up forever—if she’s not eliminated entirely.
 
   Seeing the rail-thin teenager in front of her, Melanie finds it hard to believe this could have been the man who nearly killed her and Tonya and did kill Klinsmann.  Melanie reminds herself this is supposed to be a party; she lets Diane go to steer her over to the cake Jasmine made for the occasion.
 
   It’s a shock to see Diane crying at this.  “Sorry,” she mutters.  “It’s these new hormones acting up.”
 
   “It’s all right, sweetie,” Tonya says.  “We’re all glad to have you back.  Even big stuff, right?”
 
   “Me not care.  Me want cake.”
 
   “She’s teasing.”
 
   “Not teasing.  Want cake!”
 
   “Then I guess we best cut this then,” Diane says.  She makes sure to cut off a third of the cake for Garlak to devour, leaving the rest to split amongst themselves.  Melanie picks at hers daintily with a fork, not really in the mood for cake.
 
   When they get a moment to themselves, Melanie says, “After what happened, I don’t want you rushing into anything.  It’ll take time to get back into shape.  There’s plenty you can do around here—”
 
   “Thanks, General.  I suppose I best take it slow.  Someone might have a conniption if I get back out there too soon.”  Diane glances knowingly over at Tonya.  “Then again she’ll have a conniption if I ever get out there.”
 
   “It’s all right if you don’t want to go back into the field.  I know you’ve been wanting to go to school—”
 
   “I want to stay here.  I don’t think I’m cut out for teaching.  I’m not like Danielle.  I don’t think I ever will be.”
 
   Melanie pats the girl’s back.  “That’s all right.  You’re your own person.  There’s nothing wrong with that.”
 
   “Thank you for clearing everything up with the higher-ups.  I’m sure they’d have liked to put me in a cell with Outback and Moon.”
 
   “It wasn’t your fault.  They used a spell on you.  There’s nothing you could have done.”
 
   “Yeah.  It was her who did something about it.”  Diane nods towards Tonya.  “Otherwise I’d still be that bad guy.”
 
   Tonya takes Diane by the arm.  “You guys saying shit about me?”
 
   “We were saying how you like to butt into conversations,” Diane says, pretending to be angry.
 
   “Come on, sweetie, eat some of that cake.  We need to fatten you up.  You look like a street urchin right now.”
 
   “I didn’t hear you complaining last night.”
 
   Melanie discreetly steps away, though there’s not far for her to go in the office.  Mom pats her on the back.  “That’s a nice thing you did for Diane.  She’s far too sweet to end up in that awful prison.”
 
   Melanie nods.  The reason for Diane’s sweetness as a girl is pretty easy to see.  She and Tonya kiss chastely on the lips and then go to fetch some cake.  With a sigh Melanie wishes the government could see that; then they might understand why they had no reason to fear Diane backsliding.
 
   *** 
 
   A demonic creature complete with horns and a pointed tail nearly killed her.  The demon brought its staff around to jam a trio of nasty-looking blades into her heart.  Dr. Pierce did the only thing she could think to do:  she dropped the staff and then fell to her knees in surrender.  
 
   The demon still looked ready to stab her, but a lavender hand stayed his.  “We don’t kill unarmed humans,” an elf-looking girl with lavender skin and silver hair said.  The elf turned to the demon and said, “See to the others.  I will handle this one.”
 
   The elf held out a hand for her to take.  Dr. Pierce accepted it gratefully.  She left the imitation Peacekeeper staff on the ground.  “You are not one of them,” the elf said.
 
   “How do you know that?  Can you read my mind?”
 
   “No.  You’re not wearing their uniform.  From the condition of your garments, I think you are a prisoner who escaped.”
 
   “That’s very good.”
 
   “It is my job.”  The elf shook Dr. Pierce’s hand stiffly.  “I am Lieutenant Kila of the Galactic Peacekeepers.”
 
   “Dr. Khala Pierce.  I’m afraid I’m not of any organization.”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Pardon?”
 
   “Pick up your staff.”
 
   Dr. Pierce stared at Kila for a moment, wondering if it were a trick.  She delicately bent down to retrieve it, careful not to make any sudden movements that might prompt someone to shoot her.  The end of the staff glowed purple.  To her surprise, Kila leveled her staff.  Immediately the protective bubble formed around Dr. Pierce.
 
   Kila raised her staff.  “It is true.  You are one of us.”
 
   “No, I’m not.  I’m just an ordinary GP from England.”
 
   ‘“GP?’”
 
   “A doctor.  I’m an ordinary woman.”
 
   “No.  An ordinary woman could not command a staff as you have.”
 
   “I’m not commanding it to do anything.”
 
   “It is linked to your mind, channeling your magical abilities.”
 
   “I don’t have any magical—” Dr. Pierce stopped as she thought back.  “You mean the telekinesis?”
 
   “Yes.  You are gifted, Dr. Khala Pierce.  You might be the only such individual on Earth.”
 
   “Now really, I don’t believe that.  Surely there must be others.”
 
   “There are pretenders like those recruited by Sunny Moon.  We are rounding them up at this moment.  Some of them showed some mastery of the staff, but not to this extent.  Your abilities are extraordinary for your species.”
 
   “I see.  Be that as it may, I would like to check on the other women held prisoner.  There was a baby especially.  Then I’d like to go home to my grandchildren.  I’m not suited to this sort of thing.”
 
   “You may check on the others.  Perhaps then we could discuss this more.  To be a Galactic Peacekeeper, especially from a non-member world, is a unique opportunity.”
 
   “That’s all well and good, Miss Kila, but I assure you I’m not interested.”
 
   Two weeks later she’s in a black leotard, standing on the moon, gazing down on Earth.  By all rights she should be dead, but the bubble around her allows her to fly through space.  That’s what Kila says at any rate.  
 
   Since their first talk, Kila has become her teacher.  Dr. Pierce resisted for the first week, until Kila came to visit her in England.  After the formality of tea, the Peacekeeper said, “There are dark forces at work on this planet.  You have seen some of them for yourself.  I am afraid some of them are in my own organization.”
 
   “You mean other Peacekeepers?”
 
   “I am afraid so.  There are those who are still loyal to the Elders despite their collusion with Omega.  That is why it is so important for Earth to have a voice.”
 
   “Me?  I don’t have any experience with public speaking.”
 
   “That does not matter.  You have a good heart and you are extremely gifted.  I would like to help you hone that gift.  In exchange, Earth will have a Peacekeeper of its own.”
 
   Ultimately Dr. Pierce had acquiesced, on the condition that she could quit if she so chose.  Staring at Earth from the moon, defying all the laws of physics, she can see certain benefits to being a Peacekeeper.  “I’m not sure about this uniform,” Dr. Pierce says.  “It’s very tight.  It feels like a second skin.”
 
   “It is designed not to encumber you.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  It doesn’t help preserve my girlish modesty much.”  In fact it seems when she puts the leotard on that her breasts actually get bigger.
 
   “This is a joke?”
 
   “In part.”
 
   “I still have much to learn about your humor.”
 
   “Yes, especially British humor.  You’ll find we’re a bit more subtle than those boorish Americans.”
 
   “Your nation-state structure is very interesting, though it promotes discord among your species.”
 
   “I suppose it does, but discord is part of being human.”
 
   “Yes, I am coming to see that.  Now, let me show you how to maneuver in low gravity.”
 
   Kila soon has Dr. Pierce doing loops and barrel rolls like a jet fighter.  It is an amazing experience.  Looking back at Earth, Dr. Pierce thinks of what the high priestess said so long ago.  Dr. Pierce was never able to protect her own village, but perhaps she can protect the whole planet from the sort of violence that destroyed her home.
 
   One can only hope.
 
   *** 
 
   Nigel Maurice is the liaison between GAIA and the United Nations.  At one time Maurice was a colonel in the Canadian army who had served as a peacekeeper in Rwanda.  He has the hard-bitten look of the former Colonel Max Storm, the Super Squad’s handler until he went rogue and ended up turned into a young radar operator in Greenland.  Melanie hopes Maurice doesn’t suffer the same fate—or try to squash her team with clones and giant robots.
 
   At the moment Maurice shifts through some papers on his desk and then shakes his head.  “Not an auspicious beginning, my dear,” he says.
 
   “We got the job done.  And we exposed a major conspiracy.”
 
   “After one of your agents turned on you and killed an important witness.”
 
   “I know.  I accept full responsibility for sending Diane there alone.  I should have sent in a full team.”
 
   “You mean you and the cavewoman?”
 
   “Yes.  Perhaps if you could obtain more funds, we could expand.”
 
   “Expand?  You’re lucky we didn’t shut you down completely after this fiasco.”
 
   “This fiasco saved the world from Sunny Moon and her would-be Peacekeepers.”
 
   “We can largely thank the Peacekeepers for that.  From your own report, they’re the ones who took down Moon’s army.”
 
   “Yes, but my team led them there.”
 
   “Along with Lieutenant Kila and Tonya Kinney, a civilian.”
 
   “Tonya is still a member of the Super Squad Auxiliary.”
 
   “But not your team.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Melanie is glad she’s wearing a suit, not her General Gaia catsuit with its belt loaded with poisoned shurikens.  Otherwise she might be tempted to put him down with one.  They had saved the world and he wanted to act as if they’d failed.  She doesn’t know what she can do to please her critics within the United Nations.  She reminds herself the United Nations and the Pentagon never trusted the Super Squad, culminating with Storm’s betrayal and Robin subsequently funding a new base in international waters.  
 
   Perhaps she should move GAIA’s operations there, where they too would have to answer to no one.  She imagines having to spend months cooped up with Mom on an oil platform and laughs.  Maurice raises an eyebrow.  “You find this amusing?”
 
   “Sorry, I was thinking of something else for a moment.”
 
   “Perhaps you could dedicate your full attention to this matter.”
 
   “Yes.  Where were we?”
 
   “From cross-checking those captured on the factory raid and comparing it to Moon’s records, there are still several of her would-be Peacekeepers missing.  Is that correct?”
 
   “Yes.  Perhaps as many as a dozen.  We’re working to identify them and track them down.”
 
   “You’ll forgive me if that doesn’t give me much confidence.”
 
   “That’s fine, Colonel Maurice.  You don’t need to have confidence in my team.  You just need to keep the money coming and stay out of our way.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “I didn’t start GAIA to please bureaucrats.  I did it to protect the world from threats like Sunny Moon.  That’s what we’re going to keep doing as long as we can, even if I have to do it on my own.”
 
   Maurice grinds his teeth together and then sets his jaw firmly.  After a moment, he nods to her.  “You’ve made your point, Miss Amis.”
 
   “General Amis.”
 
   He glares daggers at her.  She knows she shouldn’t have said that, but she is tired of taking his abuse.  Robin had told her often enough that if you don’t stand up for yourself people will walk all over you.  That’s especially true as a young woman going up against a bureaucratic machine like the United Nations.
 
   “Very well.  General Amis.  We will continue to monitor your team closely.  If there’s another incident like this, we may have to disenfranchise you.”
 
   “If there’s another incident like this and we aren’t as successful, you won’t have to disenfranchise us.”
 
   He nods to her, which she takes as her cue to stomp out.  Mom waits for her outside.  “That didn’t sound pleasant.”
 
   “It wasn’t.  They don’t trust us.  Maybe they never will.”
 
   “I’m sorry, honey—”
 
   “It’s all right.  They don’t have to trust us.  They just have to let us do our job.”
 
   Mom rubs Melanie’s back.  “Look at you.  My little girl is so grown up now.”
 
   “Mom, please.  I was never your little girl.”
 
   “I know.  You were my big handsome boy who became my beautiful little girl.  Either way, you’re my little miracle.”
 
   “Thanks.”  They hug, something they’ve done more often since what happened in Africa.  Seeing Mom with a gun to her temple had emphasized how fleeting life could be.  At any moment they could be separated from one another forever, thus making it more important to show their love in the time they had.
 
   After the hug, Mom tousles her hair and says, “If you’re ready, Robin indicated she has a lead on one of Moon’s people in Tokyo.”
 
   “Great.  Have the jet ready—”
 
   “Already done.  And your costume is aboard, along with Garlak and Diane.  All they need is you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”  They hug again.  Then it’s time for Melanie and her team to get to work.
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