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Chapter 1
 
   The call comes in just after eight in the morning.  Midnight Spectre is still down in the bunker, where he’s ostensibly taking a nap before a board meeting at Holloway Corporation, followed by another night fighting crime on the streets.  Instead of napping, Midnight studies the most recent surveillance reports from the bugs he has planted throughout the city.  There doesn’t seem to be much happening on the surface, but looking deeper he can always find something.
 
   The eagle-shaped symbol that begins to flash red indicates the caller is from the Super Squad.  With a sigh, Midnight shoves the reports into an icon on the desktop to bring up the call.  A stern-faced woman in her thirties comes onto the screen.  “Something I can help you with, Major?” Midnight asks in his trademark rasp.
 
   “The alarms we set on Dr. Roboto’s old fortress have been going crazy,” Major Carrie Dalton says.
 
   “Probably a rat in the wiring,” Midnight says, but he’s already bringing up the island’s security system on the screen.  It’s easy enough since he designed it.  Major Dalton is right; there’s definitely something going on there.  Something has set off not only the motion detectors but the seismic detectors as well.  That can only mean something big.
 
   “I assume the rest of the gang is on the way?”
 
   “I thought I’d give you a head-start this time.”
 
   “That’s generous of you.”
 
   “Any idea what we might be dealing with?”
 
   “Not yet.  Whoever’s there has deactivated the cameras.  I’ll see if I can get more on the way.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   The screen goes blank.  Midnight gets up from his chair.  He’s still dressed in his costume, so all he has to do is go into the hangar, where the jet waits.  Jasper is already there to fuel it up.  “What shall I tell the board?” he asks.
 
   “Give them the usual excuse,” Midnight says.  The usual excuse is Rob Holloway met a pretty girl at a bar and decided to sweep her away to Aspen or Vegas or Monaco or someplace like that.  A Photoshopped image to corroborate this will appear on the gossip sites by the end of the day.
 
   He hops up into the cockpit to run through the startup routine.  He hasn’t needed the jet in two months, but everything checks out green.  Jasper stands away from the plane to flash him a thumbs-up.  Midnight nods and then cuts in the vertical lift jets.  The roof of the hangar opens to allow the jet to rise into the air over Holloway Manor.
 
   Once he’s high enough, Midnight transitions to the normal engines.  The jet rockets away at over Mach 3, towards the south Pacific.
 
   *** 
 
   Kate King is already at her desk when Stan Shaw arrives.  He imagines Kate’s been there since before the sun came up.  Pundits like to talk about the “twenty-four-hour news cycle;” Kate practically lives it.  If she could find a way to go without sleep, she’d never stop working.
 
   “What are you working on?” Stan asks, as if he doesn’t know.
 
   “Bank heist last night at Fourth National.  Or attempted bank heist, I should say.”  Kate looks up from her desk to shake her head.  “You’d think after the last ten years, crooks would give up.”
 
   “Some people are desperate, I guess.”
 
   “Or stupid.”  Kate turns back to her screen.  Stan peeks over her shoulder to see a file image of his alter-ego Apex Man in his gold costume and red cape in front of a bank vault.  “It’s pretty much a cut-and-paste job at this point.  I don’t know why Larry won’t move me off the Apex beat.”
 
   “Maybe he thinks you have a good rapport.”
 
   Kate looks up at him and grins.  ‘“Rapport?’  Where’d a farm boy like you learn a big word like that?”
 
   “Probably a crossword puzzle.”
 
   “Maybe you can talk to Larry for me.  I’m honestly going to lose it if I have to do another of these damned stories.”
 
   “Sure,” Stan says.  He wants to say more, but a red light on his watch blinks.  That can only mean one thing.  “I’ll be back in a minute.  That prune Danish really shot through me.”
 
   Kate barely notices as he slips away, down the hall to the bathroom.  There’s no one inside.  He locks the door and then hits the red button on his watch.  A red-tinged hologram of Major Dalton’s face appears in front of him.  “Something I can do for you, Major?”
 
   “We got a problem on Dr. Roboto’s island.  The alarms are going crazy.  Midnight’s pretty sure someone’s up to something.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   “Don’t go rushing in there too quick.  We aren’t sure how many booby traps have been reactivated yet.”
 
   “I’ll be careful.”
 
   “I’m sure.”  The hologram fades away.  With a sigh, Stan drops his clothes on the floor.  He’ll leave them in the storage bin on the roof before he heads out.  First he unlocks the door.
 
   Once he’s airborne, Apex Man ponders the situation.  It was tempting to tell Major Dalton they wouldn’t have these problems if the military had allowed him to simply hurl Roboto’s island lair into the sun.  But they had made some excuse about endangered birds that lived on the island.
 
   In reality he knows the military kept Roboto’s lair so they could study it.  The mad scientist had left behind technology more advanced than anything on Earth.  While it might have been simpler to hurl all that into the sun, it would have denied scientists the chance to study it.
 
   Of course Apex Man could still have thrown the island into the sun.  There isn’t much the human militaries can do to him, but he had sworn long ago to respect the authorities of his adopted world, which sometimes made his life more difficult.
 
   Maybe this time they will listen to him and do the right thing.
 
   *** 
 
   Alan Bass rolls over in bed to see he has overslept.  The alarm had gone off an hour earlier and he must have slept right through it.  That happened after he’d spent half the night on patrol and a good portion of the remainder in Jenny’s room to assure her there weren’t monsters in her closet.
 
   He finds a note from Sally on the refrigerator door.  “Took Jenny to Grandma’s.  Lunch is in the fridge.  Be back later.”
 
   Alan stares at the note for a minute before he remembers Sally has a job interview today.  They had decided—she had decided and he’d acquiesced—Jenny is old enough now for Sally to rejoin the workforce.  That Alan makes more than enough money at T.U.R.B.O. Labs to support them doesn’t matter to her; it’s about self-respect or some damned thing.
 
   He crumples the note and then tosses it in the trash.  It takes him five-point-two seconds to shower, shave, and dress.  He shakes his head; that’s slow from his personal record by point-two seconds.  He pats his midsection, which has begun to get a bit paunchy.  “Need to start working out again,” he grumbles.
 
   He is halfway across the city when his watch alarm goes off.  Alan slows down in the middle of an alley; it’s too dangerous to chat with Major Dalton while going supersonic.  “Help you with something, Major?” he asks.
 
   “Looks like we’ve got trouble at Dr. Roboto’s island.  I’m mobilizing the team to check it out.”
 
   “I can be there in two minutes,” he says.
 
   “Actually, I need you to make a stop first.  I haven’t been able to get hold of Ellis yet.”
 
   “You tried his apartment?”
 
   “And the palace.  No one’s seen him.  Thought you might be able to find him.”
 
   “I’ll do my best,” Alan says.  “See you there.”
 
   The hologram of the major’s face fades away.  Alan leaves his work clothes on the fire escape of an abandoned building.  They should still be there when he gets back.
 
   With that, Velocity Man starts out.  In five seconds he’s left the city and is racing across the Pacific.  It takes him only thirty seconds to get past Hawaii.  He shakes his head; he’s ten seconds slow.  It seems impossible he can be getting fat with all the running he does, but it’s happening.  He’ll need to run a full set of tests on his biochemistry to see if there are any discrepancies.  
 
   First he needs to find Ellis Pate, aka Lord Neptune.  That Ellis isn’t at home or at his undersea palace leaves only one option.  At least one option Velocity Man knows about.  It could be Ellis has decided to take a vacation somewhere and since three-quarters of Earth is water that is pretty easy for him to arrange.  For all Velocity Man knows, Ellis might be swimming with some dolphins in the Gulf of Mexico.
 
   But more likely he’s at that atoll of his, the one they jokingly refer to as the “Love Shack.”  Ten years ago they would take their conquests there for a little after party.  While Velocity Man no longer has such conquests, Ellis has yet to grow up.
 
   They’ll have to discuss that again later—after they save the world.
 
   *** 
 
   Ellis feels next to him on the clamshell-shaped bed to find it empty.  With a groan he sits up and then looks around.  There’s no one in the bedroom.  He can smell bread baking down the hall.
 
   He finds Paul in the kitchen, bent over the oven much in the same way he’d been bent over in bed last night.  “Are you making me breakfast in bed?” Ellis asks.
 
   “I was going to,” Paul says.  He turns with a plate of muffins in his oven-mitt-covered hands.  “I guess now you’ve ruined that.”
 
   “I can always go back to bed,” Ellis says with a wink.
 
   “Didn’t you get enough of that last night?”
 
   Ellis puts a hand on Paul’s shoulder.  “What’s the matter, sweetie?  We had fun last night, didn’t we?”
 
   “You had fun.  You always have fun.”
 
   “You seemed to be enjoying yourself.”
 
   “Sure, when we’re in bed it’s awesome.  It’s just the rest of it that’s getting to me.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “It means I’m sick of being dragged out of my apartment and carried halfway across the world by that goddamned dolphin of yours to this rock.”
 
   “Manny didn’t try to get frisky with you again, did he?  I told him you belong to me.”  Ellis tries to kiss Paul on the cheek, but he turns away at the last moment.
 
   “What I’m saying is, we’ve been seeing each other for two years now and we’re still sneaking around.  Are you ashamed of me?”
 
   “No, of course not.  But you know how things are.  The people of Pacifica aren’t that understanding.  And the people on the surface aren’t much better.”
 
   “So you are ashamed of me.”
 
   “No!  I’m only worried about you.  If Baron Triton or one of those other fuddy-duddies found out, they’d try to have you killed.  And I don’t want anything to happen to my Pauly-Wally.”
 
   Ellis snuggles up against Paul, the muffins falling to the floor.  The oyster shell plate is too sturdy to shatter, though.  This time Paul lets Ellis kiss him.  When they pull apart, Paul smiles shyly at him.  “I didn’t know you cared that much about me.”
 
   “Of course I do.  It’s been two years.  You’re not just a booty call anymore.”
 
   “I will be if you want.”
 
   “Oh, you.”
 
   They are in the middle of another kiss when Ellis hears someone else clear his throat.  He turns to see Alan in that tacky silver-and-blue uniform of his.  “I’m a little busy,” Ellis snaps.
 
   “There’s trouble on Roboto’s island.  Major Dalton is assembling the whole team.”
 
   “Can’t Stan or Rob handle it?”
 
   “We’re supposed to be a team, Ellis.  You used to know that.”
 
   Ellis sighs and then pushes hair back from Paul’s face.  “Duty calls.  I guess I’ll have to take a rain check on that booty call.”
 
   “Don’t take too long.”
 
   They kiss not quite as passionately as before Alan showed up and then Ellis stomps into the bedroom to get dressed.  That Major Dalton better have a damned good reason for this.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Despite the head start, Midnight is still the last one to the island.  Even flying at Mach 3.5 he can’t match the speed of Apex Man or especially Velocity Man.  Even that queer Neptune can swim faster than he can fly.  That’s the problem with being the only non-super hero on a superhero team.
 
   He sets down on the edge of the beach, where the other three have assembled, along with an Osprey full of Marines.  Midnight climbs down from the cockpit and then goes over to where his fellow costumed heroes wait.  “Find anything out yet?” he asks.
 
   “Someone’s shielded the inside from my IR vision,” Apex Man says.
 
   Midnight grunts at this.  That’s another piece to the puzzle that doesn’t fit.  After they’d taken Roboto down the first time, Midnight had gone through to set up the security system.  There should have been an alert if someone had installed the kind of shielding that could block Apex Man’s infrared vision.
 
   On the way to the island, Midnight went through every hacking technique he could think of to get a look inside.  There seems to be no way to revive the cameras or to access the island’s central computer.  How someone could manage that, he doesn’t know.  Dr. Roboto himself is the only one with the necessary skills and he’s doing life in the ultra-secure wing of Guantanamo Bay.  Major Dalton of course had already checked his whereabouts—and verified the good doctor was the genuine article.
 
   “Guess we’ll have to take a peek inside then,” Velocity Man says.
 
   “We should wait here and let Stan smash his way in,” Lord Neptune says.  There’s a whine in his voice.  He must have been dragged away from his boyfriend, probably with his dick still up the other sodomite’s ass.
 
   “You do that, pansy,” Midnight says.  “I’m going to get in through the air shaft.”  
 
   “I’m the pansy?  You’re the nutjob in the gray leotard.”
 
   Midnight’s costume is actually made of a special Kevlar alloy that allows it to be light and flexible while preventing too much damage from bullets, knives, or other weapons.  Lord Neptune surely knows this; he’s just trying to get under Midnight’s skin.  The bastard would probably like to get under more than the skin too.
 
   “You want to go, I’m free any time,” Midnight growls.
 
   Major Dalton steps between them.  “We don’t have time for a dick-measuring contest,” she says.  “Midnight, go in through the air shaft.  Neptune, check underwater to make sure there aren’t any hidden surprises down there.  Apex Man can punch a hole for the rest of us to go through.”
 
   Midnight bristles at this.  He doesn’t like Dalton giving him orders like he’s one of her gun-toting drones.  He doesn’t need the woman’s permission to go in there.  None of her Marine stooges can keep him out if he wants to go in.
 
   “Fine with me,” Midnight grumbles.  Then he sets out into the jungle.
 
   *** 
 
   Apex Man sweeps over the jungle, but Midnight Spectre has already vanished into the trees.  He could use his IR vision to see his friend, but there’s no point to it.  Midnight will get into the fortress.  Despite his lack of powers, Midnight’s shown himself to be more than capable at getting the job done.
 
   In the meantime, it’s up to Apex Man to bust their way into the fortress.  He wishes they had a better idea of what’s going on inside Dr. Roboto’s lair.  He doesn’t like the idea of smashing into an unknown situation.  His adopted father always told him to look before he leaps.
 
   He lands at the base of one wall that looks like ordinary rock.  Even without his IR vision, he knows there’s a lot more to it than that.  Most of this island is really a metal skeleton, inside which are all manner of booby traps.  
 
   Velocity Man is already there when Apex Man lands.  “Better stand back, Alan,” Apex Man says.  Then he rears back to punch the side of the mountain.
 
   The whole mountain shakes from the impact.  An ordinary mountain might shatter, but Roboto’s island is strong enough so that only a crack forms in the stone where Apex Man punched it.  He hits it again in the exact same spot.  This time the stone gives way to reveal the metal beneath it.  A short burst of Apex Man’s fire breath turns the metal into slag.
 
   Before Velocity Man can take off through the hole, Apex Man stops him.  “Hold on.  We don’t know what’s going on in there.  Let’s take it slow.”
 
   “Yeah, sure,” Velocity Man says.  Apex Man knows for him, “slow” is a dirty word.  Just to walk the same speed as a normal man must seem like an eternity for him.  “After you, chief.”
 
   Apex Man ducks through the opening, followed by Velocity Man.  The second they’re both through, the metal reseals itself.  Apex Man cries out in surprise.  He’s about to punch their way out of the trap, but then the whole room lights up with green light.
 
   The room around Apex Man begins to spin.  His knees wobble and then he collapses onto all fours.  Velocity Man bends down next to him.  “What is it, Stan?”
 
   “Gamma…radiation.”  Apex Man might be more powerful than ordinary people, but that doesn’t mean he’s invulnerable.  The evil Rad Geiger had been the first to discover gamma rays made Apex Man ordinary.  It wasn’t exactly a secret; it was just difficult for an ordinary criminal to get the hardware to create the amount of gamma radiation needed to make Apex Man ill.
 
   “Stay here, buddy.  I’ll find a way to turn that thing off,” Velocity Man says.  Before he can start to run, there’s a faint buzz.  Then Apex Man finds himself lifted into the air, except this time it isn’t his own doing.
 
   Velocity Man is lifted along with him.  He flails at the air as if trying to swim through it.  It doesn’t get him far.  “Shit.  Must be some kind of anti-gravity engine too,” Velocity Man says.  While he might be the fastest man on the ground, Velocity Man can’t get very far in zero-G.
 
   “We’re…trapped.”
 
   *** 
 
   Ellis glides through the water with the grace of a dolphin.  As much as being Lord Neptune, king of Pacifica can be tiresome, he does still love the water.  To be practically weightless is so liberating after too much time spent on the ground.
 
   A tiger shark coasts nearby, trying to decide if he’s food or not.  Ellis taps into the shark’s thoughts to tell it he’s not its next dinner.  He reads its thoughts, but there’s nothing helpful about Dr. Roboto’s island.  There are plenty of thoughts of the fish the shark gulped down a few hours ago.
 
   There are plenty of marine biologists who would probably kill to hear the thoughts of sea life, but for Ellis it’s akin to reading the Facebook walls of non-celebrities.  It’s all about what they ate and the places they’ve been, all of it perfectly ordinary.  He tries some of the crustaceans in the area with similar results.
 
   He’d love to find out what’s happening on the island before that beastly Midnight Spectre.  Ellis doesn’t know why they have to keep that fascist in the group.  So he’s good at computers?  So are plenty of fourteen-year-old kids in Russia.  They could recruit one of those and save themselves the hassle of not dealing with Midnight’s macho front.
 
   Ellis has already surveyed half the island without finding anything interesting.  While he’d like to stick it to Midnight Spectre, another part of him wants to just swim away.  The superhero thing seemed like it’d be fun at first.  It was a good excuse to get out of Pacifica.  Father had been against that, but Killer Whale’s assault on Hawaii had shown the need for someone to bridge the gap between the underwater world and the surface.  Ellis had been all too willing to volunteer.
 
   After fifteen years, it has become tiresome.  The “adventures” have all begun to merge into the same movie.  There’s some mad scientist or alien warlord or nut with a nuclear weapon and then the U.S. military brings the Super Squad together.  Apex Man does his thing, Midnight Spectre tries to act smart while undermining everything, Alan goosesteps along like a good soldier, and Ellis swims along with them for support.  Half the time anymore they don’t even need him.  He might as well just go home to the Love Shack with Paul—
 
   Just like that, he can’t move.  He flails around in the water for a few moments before he sees the net.  It’s made of some kind of transparent material that’s strong as hell.  No problem, Ellis just needs to get a hold of that tiger shark—
 
   A shock runs through the net.  Ellis’s body goes limp.  As he passes out, he wonders how long Paul will wait for him to come back.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Midnight Spectre feels the ground shake.  That must be Apex Man punching the mountain.  Midnight shakes his head; if anyone inside didn’t know they were here already, they certainly will now.  But then Apex’s clumsy entrance will be good cover for his more subtle approach.
 
   He takes the grappling hook gun from off his belt and sights along the side of the fake mountain.  There’s a laser on the gun to help him pinpoint the spot he needs.  He pulls the trigger and watches the hook shoot up into the air.  It hits the exact point he targeted; its hooks claw into an outcropping of the fake rock.  He gives it a tug to make sure it’s secure before he goes up.
 
   The ground shakes a second time as he climbs.  That must be Apex Man punching his way through the actual wall.  It won’t be long now until they’re inside.  Midnight isn’t sure what they’ll find.  Roboto’s lair had a number of booby traps, but Midnight had deactivated all of those.  It’s possible whoever’s moved in here now has found a way to reactivate them or to install new ones.
 
   With this in mind, he pauses at the opening to the airshaft.  He runs a handheld MRI of his own design over the grate to check for any surprises.  The MRI and the thermal imaging lenses on his eyes don’t pick up anything.  He puts the MRI away in favor of the Swiss Army knife that had belonged to his father.  The screwdriver attachment makes short work of the grate.
 
   It’s a tight squeeze in the grate.  He’s tempted to take off the belt in order to fit better, but he’ll need the assortment of gadgets he keeps in there to make his way through Roboto’s lair.  We can’t all punch our way through, he thinks.
 
   The need for the belt becomes clear when he reaches a fan in the shaft.  It’s difficult to reach into the belt, but he’s able to snag the EMP emitter, another of the gadgets he designed himself and could make billions on if he patents it.  But that would negate the advantage he has over the common criminals, the advantage that keeps him alive.
 
   The EMP shorts out the fan and then with the help of the screwdriver he’s able to slither through.  So far he hasn’t picked up on any traps.  That worries him more than if he’d found a bunch.  Someone like Roboto wasn’t careless enough to leave any entry point unprotected.  Maybe whoever’s in charge now isn’t as careful.  Or they could have something nasty in store for him.
 
   At a junction he reaches into his belt for what look like two ball bearings.  Except these bearings are actually cameras.  He slips on the glasses that go with the cameras.  Then he slides one bearing down each shaft.  As the bearings roll, they transmit pictures back to him.  The glasses compile the images into a coherent picture.  
 
   The shaft to his left goes to a tool room.  The bearing harmlessly rolls through the shaft, down into the room.  There doesn’t seem to be anything of interest in there.  The door is probably locked from the outside, but he can make short work of that.
 
   The shaft to his right goes much longer.  The bearing rolls around until it finally drops into Roboto’s throne room.  The place doesn’t look any different since the last time Midnight had been in there.  Except now a woman sits on the throne.  She’s dressed in an old-style Nazi uniform complete with the swastika on the sleeve.  Beneath the uniform cap, a mask similar to his own obscures her face.  If not for the breasts pushing slightly against the jacket, he’d have no idea she were a woman.
 
   When she looks up from the throne, he wonders if she heard the bearing drop.  Then she looks in the opposite direction.  “Ah, you have both of them.  How delightful,” she says.
 
   Midnight already suspects who she means before a pair of gurneys roll into view.  On one is Apex Man and on the other is Velocity Man, both of them unconscious.  “What of the third one?” the woman asks.
 
   “We’re reeling him in now,” another woman says.  She’s a huge bull dyke, six feet at least and built like a brick house.  Her gray uniform is cut similarly to her boss’s.  Midnight can imagine what goes on between the two of them at night and grimaces.
 
   So, they got the swishy fish too.  That means it’s all up to him now.
 
   *** 
 
   The most direct route would be to take the shaft on the right, but Midnight Spectre eschews that.  He drops into the tool room without making a sound.  He finds the bearing he dropped into the room and picks it up.  
 
   The door is locked from outside, but he’s able to take care of that easily enough.  As he does this, he watches the scene in the ballroom through his glasses.  Another fascist dyke brings in Neptune.  It’s no surprise they were able to get the drop on him.  Apex Man is more of a surprise.  He only has one weakness and it’s beyond the capabilities of most criminal organizations.  But then most criminal organizations couldn’t have taken over Dr. Roboto’s island either.  These bitches clearly mean business.
 
   Midnight opens the tool room door slowly and then peeks outside.  A guard is coming down the corridor.  Midnight backs away until the guard is about to pass by; then he yanks her into the room.  He locks her in a chokehold.  She flails around, but no sound can escape from her windpipe.  She takes longer than he would have expected to finally pass out.  He slips her to the floor and then locks her inside.
 
   There are three more of them in the corridor.  Midnight takes each one down without raising an alarm.  This is the kind of subtlety an oaf in bright yellow tights can’t manage, or someone running heedlessly at the speed of sound.  Sometimes “superpowers” are overrated.
 
   Meanwhile, the situation in the throne room is getting worse.  A couple more lesbian helpers have brought in what looks like a death ray from an old science fiction movie.  They arrange it so the barrel is sighted over the three superheroes.  Midnight isn’t sure what it will do, but he knows it won’t be good.
 
   For that reason, he doesn’t head straight to the throne room.  Instead he heads for the generator room.  Roboto’s island runs on geothermic energy tapped from beneath the ocean floor.  Midnight opens the door to find the four huge generators all working.  The room is otherwise empty.
 
   His portable EMP device doesn’t have enough power to disable the generators by itself.  It needs a larger source of energy—like one of the generators in the room.  He breaks open a panel on the nearest generator and then sets to work.  Two minutes later, everything is ready.
 
   He sets a timer on the EMP to give him time to get clear before it goes off.  He doesn’t want all the gear on his person to get fried while he might still need it.  He bolts out of the generator room and is all the way to the throne room before everything goes dark.
 
   In the land of the blind a man with a set of nightvision goggles is king, he thinks, amending the old saying.  He hopes the death ray or whatever the hell it is is also run by the generators.  If not, his comrades could already be dead before he can get inside.
 
   No longer concerned with subtlety, Midnight takes a wad of plastique from a pouch on his belt.  He gets a safe distance before it blows a hole the size of a typical doggie door in the doors.  That should be good enough for his purposes.
 
   He barely manages to slide through the opening.  “Get down there and bring the power back online,” the head dyke shouts, no doubt to her lieutenant.
 
   The lieutenant isn’t going to make it.  As she staggers towards the door, Midnight seizes her by one arm and flings her hard into a wall.  The woman grunts before she hits the floor, out cold.  The head bitch takes an old school Luger from her belt.  “Sasha?  Sasha?”
 
   “You’ll have to wait until the arraignment to talk to her,” Midnight growls.  He throws his voice to draw the woman the wrong direction.
 
   “You must be Midnight Spectre,” she says without missing a beat.  “Very nice work.”
 
   “Always nice to meet a fan,” he says, throwing his voice from another direction to further confuse her.
 
   He’s about six inches away from her, the Luger pointed in the opposite direction, when she shouts, “Lights!”
 
   Midnight screams and drops to his knees as the entire world goes white around him.  While still on his knees, he feels the cold steel of the Luger against his forehead.  “Now let me introduce myself.  I am the Feminazi.”
 
   *** 
 
   Like many a villain, the Feminazi is all too happy to talk as her henchmen tie Midnight Spectre to a gurney like the others.  Sasha glares at him as she binds Midnight’s wrists and ankles.  She’d probably like to do a lot more, but she doesn’t.
 
   “I had a back-up light system installed for this very purpose.  It runs on a secondary generator hidden beneath the throne,” the Feminazi explains.
 
   “Pretty forward-thinking of you,” Midnight grumbles.  He turns his head to see Velocity Man’s body twitching.  He’s trying to accelerate his molecules enough to break through the chains holding him down.  Apex Man gives a little groan; from the greenish tint to his chains there must be gamma radiation in them.  Midnight’s own bonds are ordinary nylon rope.  No problem to cut through with the razors built into the bottom sides of his gloves.  All he needs is to get his wrists turned slightly and then shake them.
 
   First he lets the Feminzai talk a little more.  It might provide some useful information and it gives Velocity Man time to work on his bonds.  Two of them would be more effective than one.
 
   “I’m sure you want to know what this device here is.  I don’t know how to describe it myself.  It’s an alien artifact Dr. Roboto restored and stashed away.  I can’t tell you how it works, but I can tell you it’s going to change the world.”
 
   “So what are you going to do, kill all the men on the planet?  Brainwash them to be your sex slaves?”
 
   “Nothing so drastic.  We’re going to start a revolution.  A real sexual revolution.  And this time we’ll win.  With your help.”
 
   “Sorry lady, we don’t help crazy.”
 
   “You won’t have a choice.”
 
   “Yeah?”  Velocity Man is still working on his chains, but Midnight decides he has waited long enough.  He triggers the razors on his gloves.  They slice through the ropes as if they were butter.  He lifts his right wrist to fire the razors in the general direction of the Feminazi while he uses the left razors to slice the bonds on his ankles.
 
   He rolls off the gurney into a crouch.  He’s just in time to flip Sasha over the gurney in a judo throw.  Then he makes for the Feminazi—
 
   The death ray fires.  The entire room erupts in pink light.  Midnight feels a wave of heat wash over his body, but it doesn’t destroy him.  Nothing seems to happen at first.
 
   Then his entire body lights up in pain.  With another scream, he drops to his knees at the Feminazi’s feet.  There’s something wrong with his scream; it sounds as if he’s been sucking helium.  He hears two similarly high-pitched screams from Velocity Man and Apex Man.
 
   Midnight turns to them, but his cowl drops over his eyes.  He wants to brush it back, but his suit has become as heavy as lead.  It feels about five sizes too big as well—except the upper chest that feels tight.  
 
   By now he can tell his hands are where his forearms were in the sleeves of his suit a minute earlier.  There’s no hope trying to fight like this, so he goes to Plan B, his failsafe.  He flails around until he hits the button on his belt.  Then he collapses onto one side to writhe in pain.
 
   The cowl is yanked back from his head.  The bright pink light has faded; the ray gun has gone silent.  The Feminazi looks down at him with a smug grin plastered to her face.  She puts a hand to Midnight’s cheek.  “Looks like everything has worked beautifully,” she says.
 
   Before Midnight can make a witty comeback, the wall behind the Feminazi collapses.  The fireball that used to be Midnight’s jet bursts through the opening.  He manages to curl into a ball to let the flames wash over him.  From the Feminazi’s scream, she isn’t so lucky.
 
   A squad of soldiers bursts into the room through the hole made by the jet.  Midnight is too weak to greet them at the moment.  His entire world is fading to black now.  Before he goes under, he hears a soldier say, “Holy shit!  Is that them?”
 
   Then Major Dalton is at his side.  “It’s going to be all right, Rob.”
 
   He tries to nod but isn’t sure he does before he passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Midnight hears unfamiliar voices all around.  This triggers his finely honed instincts.  He has to wake up and get out of here.  Major Dalton might know his true identity, but he wants to keep that list as short as possible.  He doesn’t need some grunt blabbing to his wife or buddies or selling that information to a gossip site—or one of Midnight Spectre’s many enemies.
 
   He tries to sit up but can’t.  He’s strapped down.  No problem.  He just has to use the razors again—
 
   From the lack of weight he knows he isn’t wearing his suit anymore.  All of his equipment is gone.  From the steady hum and beeping of machines, he figures he’s in a hospital.  Great, now some sawbones and a bunch of gossiping nurses will know who he is, unless Major Dalton comes up with a decent cover story to explain why billionaire playboy Rob Holloway happens to be in a hospital in the South Pacific.  A skydiving or boating accident maybe?  That would fit Rob Holloway’s profile.
 
   With a groan that doesn’t sound right to his ears, he opens his eyes.  There’s a pink blanket pulled up over his body so he can’t see anything except a bulge at about the top of his chest.  What the hell?  Did someone leave a pillow there?
 
   He tries to sit up, but he still can’t move.  All he can do is whip his head around.  This causes a sweep of red hair to fall over half his face.  The hair curves all the way to the middle of his chest.
 
   The pieces begin to fall into place.  Midnight screams.  It’s a high-pitched scream—a girl’s scream.
 
   A nurse is beside the bed in an instant.  She bends down and puts a hand to Midnight’s forehead.  “Easy now, sweetheart.  It’s going to be fine.  Just try to relax and I’ll fetch the doctor.”
 
   “What the hell have you done to me?” Midnight shouts.
 
   A door bangs open.  Major Dalton appears in Midnight’s vision.  “It’s all right, Rob.  You’re safe now.  Try to calm down and I’ll explain everything.  At least as much as I can.”
 
   As much as she doesn’t want to, Midnight relaxes in the bed.  To her surprise, tears are dripping down her cheeks.  She hasn’t cried since her parents died twenty-five years ago.  The nurse starts to wipe at the tears, but Major Dalton shoos her away.  “Give us a few minutes before you bring Dr. Harken in here,” she says.
 
   Midnight waits until the door closes before she says, “That ray gun of the Feminazi’s.  It made me into a girl, didn’t it?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  From what Dr. Harken says it did a pretty thorough job of it.  You’re one hundred percent female now.”
 
   The major reaches beside the bed and then holds up a hand mirror so Midnight can get the confirmation.  In the mirror she sees the narrow, soft face of a young woman.  At the moment her freckled cheeks and eyes are red as she cries.  The girl in the mirror looks like she’s about fourteen, though the breasts pushing against the blanket would indicate she’s older than that.
 
   “Shit,” Midnight mutters and then sniffles.  Her long hair flips again as she nods her head.  “You think you can undo these straps?”
 
   “You promise not to go running off?  Dr. Harken still needs to do some tests.”
 
   “I don’t think I could get far if I wanted to,” Midnight says.  Her body feels almost numb right now, a combination of the physical and mental trauma from the radical change.
 
   Major Dalton undoes the straps and then thrusts a remote into Midnight’s hand so she can tilt the bed into a sitting position.  With her other hand, Midnight peels the blanket back to see a girl’s body clad in a pink gown.  Her bare feet leave about a foot extra space on the bed; how tall is she now:  five-two, five-three?  It can’t be much more than that.
 
   “The machine—”
 
   “It’s gone.  We gathered up what pieces we could and sent them to T.U.R.B.O. Labs for study.  I’m not sure they’ll be able to figure it out, especially without Alan.”
 
   “Alan’s gone?  Is he—?”
 
   “Dead?  No.  I’ll have the nurse fetch a chair so you can see for yourself.”
 
   *** 
 
   The others are in an adjoining room.  The three of them are lined up in beds like Midnight had been.  And like her, they all have breasts and long hair now.  She’s certain beneath the blankets they have a lot more than that too.  She feels her face warm as she glances down between her legs, where there’s now only a slit.
 
   “I think I’m going to be sick,” she mumbles.  Major Dalton manages to get her a bedpan an instant before she throws up.  Since she hasn’t eaten anything in hours—days perhaps—there’s only yellow bile.  As Midnight pukes, Major Dalton holds back her hair as if she were a drunk girl who drank too much at a party.  
 
   “We’d better get you back to the room.”
 
   “Wait.  Why are they all together like this and I have a private room?”
 
   “Something told me you’d be the first one to wake up.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  Midnight uses her scrawny arms to wheel forward, over to the bed of a woman with long black hair.  Despite the differences in the cheekbones and jaw, it’s clearly still Apex Man—or Apex Woman now, she supposes.  “Is she…does she have all the same abilities?”
 
   “We can’t be sure, but it seems like it.  Same for the other two.  It’s basically like someone switched a Y to an X chromosome.  Otherwise they have the same DNA, blood type, fingerprints, all that.” 
 
   “That’s impossible,” Midnight says.  Then she remembers the Feminazi said it was alien technology Dr. Roboto had recovered.  Who knew what sort of crazy invention could come from that?  She turns the wheelchair to face Dalton.  “What happened to the Feminazi?”
 
   “The ringleader of those fascist gals?  They’re still scraping her off the throne room floor.”
 
   “Oh.  Shit.  Then we need to talk to Roboto.  He knows what this device is—”
 
   Dalton stops Midnight before she can wheel to the door.  “Hold on.  You’re not going anywhere except back to bed.”
 
   “We have to interrogate him—”
 
   “We will.  Or I will at any rate.  You’re staying here until Dr. Harken says you’re up to traveling.”
 
   “I can’t just lie around like this—”
 
   Dalton kneels down to look Midnight in the eye.  “Rob, stop it.  You’re in no shape to go anywhere right now.”
 
   Midnight tries to show her by attempting to wheel forward, but Dalton needs only to plant one boot against the right wheel to stop her from going anywhere.  “Get out of my way!”
 
   “See, you can’t even get out of this room.  Now come on, let’s get you to bed.  I have a nasty feeling your friends are going to wake up soon.”
 
   *** 
 
   A scream not only wakes Midnight up, it shakes the entire room like an earthquake.  Right away Midnight knows Apex still has her powers; no one else could make a noise like that.  A smaller scream accompanies this.
 
   Midnight is already on her feet.  She tries to take a step, but her shorter, scrawnier legs fail her.  She drops to her knees.  Like an invalid she crawls over to the wheelchair Dalton left in the room.  It takes every ounce of her feeble strength to hoist herself into the chair.  
 
   By the time she’s seated, she wants to go back to bed, but she forces herself to wheel next door.  Dalton’s already beat her to it, along with a trio of nurses and a fat, bald man in a white coat who must be the doctor.  Apex is on her feet, eyes blazing red and fists clenched.
 
   “What is going on here?  What’s happened to us?”
 
   “Take it easy, Stan.  I can explain.  Somewhat,” Dalton says.
 
   “It was an alien device,” Midnight says.  She hates how squeaky her voice sounds now, like a cartoon mouse.  “Some nutjob feminist and her gang used it to make us girls.”
 
   Apex’s eyes smolder and then return to normal.  “Rob?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s me.”
 
   “Oh my God!” a voice calls out.  Velocity Man—or Woman—has her blanket raised and looks down at her new body.  “Is this some kind of nightmare?”
 
   “It’s plenty real,” Dalton says.  “I need you two to relax before Dr. Harken here has to sedate you.”
 
   “Go ahead and try,” Apex snaps.  
 
   “Come on, Stan, what are you going to do:  bust out of a military hospital and go on a rampage?  What good will that do?” Midnight says.  She had been prepared to do the same thing two hours ago, but had seen the logic of Dalton’s argument.  Someone like Apex or Velocity especially couldn’t go running around half-cocked—or no-cocked as it were.
 
   Apex’s fists unclench.  “No, I suppose not.”  She collapses on the bed, which sends it crashing to the floor.  Tears spring to her eyes, though Midnight doubts it’s from the pain.
 
   “It could be worse,” Neptune says.  She holds a mirror to stare at her face.  “At least we aren’t ugly.  Most of us anyway.”   She glares at Midnight as she says this.
 
   Midnight forces herself up from the chair.  “You still want to go?”
 
   “I don’t beat up children,” Neptune says with a sneer.
 
   “Oh yeah?”
 
   “Stop it!” Velocity shrieks.  “Someone tell me what the hell happened.”
 
   Dalton does so.  By the time she finishes, Velocity is sobbing.  “You mean you can’t change us back?”
 
   “At the moment, no, but—”
 
   “What the hell am I supposed to tell my wife?  And Jenny?  Shit, how long have we been gone?  I have to call them—”
 
   “That’s not a good idea,” Dalton says.  “We’ll have Ralph at the lab give them a call.  Tell them you’ve been sent on a rush project out of cell range.”
 
   “The hell with that!”  Velocity gets to her feet.  She tries to make a run for it, but manages only two steps before she trips just as Midnight did.  Before she can get up again, Dr. Harken stabs a needle in her arm.
 
   Apex steps towards the doctor.  “What did you do that for?”
 
   “We can’t have any of you leaving here,” Dalton says.  “Not until we’ve prepared for it.”
 
   “Prepared how?”
 
   “I’ve been discussing that with the Pentagon.  Until I hear back, you’re all confined to this hospital.  And no phone calls, emails, text messages, or contact of any kind with the outside world.  As of now the four of you are under house arrest.”
 
   “I don’t think you want to try that, Major,” Apex says.  Her voice might be higher in pitch, but it still drips with authority.
 
   Major Dalton takes a remote from her belt.  She presses a button.  Instantly the room floods with green light.  Apex drops to her knees, wailing in pain.  “You…can’t keep…me here.”
 
   “Stan, we can do this the hard way or the easy way.  Promise to cooperate and the light goes off.  Or we can take you to the solitary room and flood the whole place with gamma rays.  Understand?”
 
   Apex’s fists clench.  Her eyes light up again.  She tries to get to her feet, but can’t.  Between the change and the gamma rays, she’s too weak.  She finally nods.  “You win…for now.”
 
   “Good.”  Dalton presses a button on the remote.  The room returns to normal.  “I want your word you won’t try to escape.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   “Thank you.  I know I can take Stan Shaw’s word at face value.  But just in case, you should know we have this entire basement rigged to lock down and fill with gamma rays strong enough to turn every normal person down here to ash.”
 
   “I understand,” Apex mumbles.  She rolls back onto her bed and sobs.  Midnight can’t really blame her at the moment.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   It’s twelve hours later when Major Dalton gathers them in a lounge.  Midnight notes the doors are locked with two armed guards posted outside.  No doubt Dalton has that gamma ray trigger of hers too.  For the moment no one’s tried to break out, but from the way Velocity twitches, she’s itching to try.
 
   They each sit on a plastic chair facing Dalton, who sits with her chair backwards, a pose that’s never made sense to Midnight.  Dalton motions to a box on a table between them.  “Your new lives are in there, ladies.  We’ve created new passports, birth certificates, and the rest.  I’ll be going over your cover stories to drill them into you until it’s like you really were born with a vagina.”
 
   Midnight’s face warms though she knows it shouldn’t at the mention of that piece of anatomy.  She used hers for the first time eight hours earlier.  She had expected some pain, but everything had flowed naturally without difficulty.  She found that more disturbing than comforting.
 
   Dalton reaches into the box to take out one stack of papers.  She hands these to Apex.  “From now on—at least until we can reverse this—your name is Starla Marsh.  The computer generated it based on your old name and names of dead people we could piggyback on.”
 
   Apex—Starla—says nothing to this.  She begins to scan over the documents.  Dalton hands a pile of papers to Velocity.  “You’re Allison Sable.  And Ellis is now Elise Gold.”
 
   “Cute,” Elise says.  She’s had the easiest time coping with the change so far; Midnight suspects it’s because she largely had a girl’s sensibilities when she was a man.
 
   “Rob, I didn’t see much need to change yours.”  Dalton hands over the documents.  Midnight’s cheeks warm again as she sees the full name is mostly the same as before:  Robin Holloway.  The only difference is the middle name has changed from James to Jane.
 
   What’s more damning is the new date on her birth certificate.  “Seventeen?  I’m not seventeen!”
 
   “The geniuses at the Pentagon determined that based on your height, weight, and other characteristics.  I tried to push them to eighteen, but they didn’t listen,” Dalton says.  
 
   “Too bad, kid,” Elise says.  She pats Midnight on the head, which prompts Midnight to get to her feet.  When Elise stands, she’s a good six inches taller and probably twenty pounds heavier.  No matter, Midnight has taken on larger opponents before.
 
   Dalton gets between them.  “That’s enough, ladies.  This is no time for bickering.”
 
   “How soon until we can get out of here?” Allison asks.
 
   “I’m not sure.”  Dalton clears her throat.  “I’m not sure you people understand the gravity of the situation.  We can’t just tell the world that its four greatest superheroes have turned into women.  There’d be panic in the streets.  All our enemies—yours and America’s—would decide to take a poke at us to see if they could get away with it.  So until we can reverse this, we have to keep it Top Secret.”
 
   “How long are we supposed to keep my family in the dark?  And what about Stan’s—Starla’s—job at the newspaper?  And Elise’s people in Pacifica?  How long you think you can keep them fooled?”
 
   Midnight feels another damnable surge of emotion that Allison doesn’t mention her.  Maybe she doesn’t have a wife or child or kingdom, but she has Jasper and her job with Holloway Corporation.  What’s she supposed to tell them now?  Especially since at seventeen she can’t even legally sign a contract; she’ll need a legal guardian—
 
   “Rob, what’s wrong?” Dalton asks.
 
   “It’s nothing,” Midnight says.  She wipes furiously at her cheeks.  “Just these stupid hormones.”
 
   “Right.  That’s another thing.  This is going to be a huge adjustment for you all.  Being a woman isn’t easy.  I’ve been doing it nearly forty years and it’s still a pain in the ass.  And you gals don’t have the luxury of a normal childhood to learn the ropes.  That’s why the Pentagon decided to bring in a heavy hitter to help us.”
 
   The door opens and in comes a woman of the type Midnight used to routinely take to bed in order to keep the tabloids sated.  She has the long legs, hourglass figure, enormous breasts, and long blond hair of a supermodel—or Barbie doll.  Her face has the taut skin of someone who has had one too many Botox injections and facelifts to keep Father Time at bay.
 
   Elise squeals like a girl at a One Direction concert and leaps to her feet.  If she had a pen and paper, she would probably offer it to the woman.  “Oh my God, you’re Samantha Cash!  I loved you on Extreme Model Makeover.”
 
   “Thanks, it’s always good to meet a fan,” Cash says.  Midnight cringes as she remembers making that same lame joke to the Feminazi before she blinded him.
 
   Cash surveys the room, her gaze stopping on Midnight.  “Looks like we’ve got our work cut out for us.”
 
   *** 
 
   Over the next two weeks they attend what Cash refers to as “finishing school.”  What it finishes is killing any self-respect Midnight might still have.  She yearns to wake from this nightmare and to find herself back at the mansion with her penis still attached.
 
   The first day Dr. Harken does a guest lecture on female anatomy.  He tells them all about their new parts:  the breasts, vagina, ovaries, and uterus that make them girls instead of boys.  Cash joins in when he gets to talking about periods, PMS, and everything else to do with that fun time of the month for women.  
 
   “This one photo shoot I was doing for Vogue in Bermuda they wanted me to wear a white bathing suit.  Right in the middle of the shoot they had to stop because there were red spots showing.  I was sooo embarrassed.”
 
   Elise laughs like this is the funniest thing ever.  She and Cash have become fast friends; it probably helps that Elise looks like Cash’s little sister.  Or Cash looks like what Elise will twenty years from now if she’s still a woman.
 
   The ultimate embarrassment is to have Cash supervise while they try out tampons and maxi pads.  She shakes her head at Midnight.  “Sweetie, you have to get it up in there.  Don’t be shy.”
 
   “I’m not shy,” Midnight growls.  “I’m just not as comfortable shoving things up my orifices as Elise is.”
 
   “Other than that stick you always have up your ass,” Elise says and snaps her fingers.
 
   Midnight resists the urge to shove something up another of Elise’s orifices.  With her eyes closed, she gets the tampon inside, until Cash is satisfied.  She removes it the second Cash turns her back.  
 
   Day Two Cash takes over to discuss grooming.  She uses Elise as her mannequin to practice brushing and styling her hair.  “Why can’t I just cut it off?” Midnight whines.  Her long red hair has become tangled and greasy since she woke up, plus it constantly gets in her face when she walks or turns her head.
 
   “Now, sweetie, you don’t want to look like a boy, do you?”
 
   “I don’t care.”
 
   “But it’s so pretty.”
 
   “I don’t want to be pretty!”
 
   “You don’t have to worry about that,” Elise says.  Starla and Allison get between them before anything can happen. 
 
   So far Starla and Allison have remained relatively quiet.  They follow the lessons and do what they need to by rote.  Midnight knows they aren’t any happier about this than she is.  Allison especially must want to get out of here.
 
   At lunch, while Elise and Cash blather about Cash’s glory days, Midnight sits with Starla and Allison.  She leans forward to whisper, “Why are we still here?  Let’s blow this Popsicle stand and go home.”
 
   “We can’t,” Starla says.
 
   “Come on, all you have to do is punch a hole in the wall and fly out of here.  Allison can run out of here before they can even raise their guns.”
 
   “I promised the major I wouldn’t leave,” Starla says.  Despite how her face has changed, it still has that same dopey earnestness to it when she says things like this.
 
   “So what?  The major also threatened to kill everyone in this prison.  You really think you should worry about a promise made to someone like that?”  Midnight turns to Allison.  “Al, I know you’re with me.  You want to go home, don’t you?”
 
   Allison looks down at her tray.  She must have one of those emotional surges as tears sparkle in her eyes.  “I do, but how can I?  Look at me.  What am I supposed to tell Sally and Jenny?”
 
   “If they love you, what difference does it make?  They’ll be happy you’re alive.”
 
   “Maybe.”  Allison sniffles.  “For now I think I’ll let things play out.”
 
   “Am I the only one who still has some balls?” Midnight shouts.  “They have us locked up like prisoners!  Like all those punks we busted!  How can you sit here and take it?”
 
   “What choice do we have?” Starla says.  “Major Dalton is right:  if the world finds out, it’ll be bedlam.  We’re better off in here until we can figure out what to do.”
 
   A hand takes hold of Midnight’s shoulder.  She tries to shake it off, but it’s too strong for her.  “I think that’s enough, Robin,” Dalton says.
 
   “Don’t call me that!  There’s a reason I never used that name before.”
 
   “Fine, Rob.  I think we need to talk in private.”
 
   “Afraid to say it in front of witnesses?”
 
   “You can come with me peacefully or I can drag you there by the ear like my five-year-old niece.”
 
   “Fine,” Midnight says with a huff.  She stomps after Dalton into the lounge where they took their lessons.  Midnight drops onto a chair.  She tries to cross her arms, but her stupid breasts keep getting in the way.  “What do you want?”
 
   “Look, Rob, I get it.  You’re angry.  You kind of got the short end of the stick on this.  But I need you to get on board.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because I care about you.  I want what’s best for you.  And right now that’s to accept that this change is most likely permanent, unless you use those billions of yours for some surgery.”
 
   Midnight snorts at this.  She has considered this a few times late at night, but always casts the thought aside.  If she got sex change surgery she’d still be a scrawny little seventeen-year-old; she’d just have a fake penis.  “I don’t want that.”
 
   “Then what other options are there?”  Dalton stares at her until Midnight can’t take it and has to look away.  “You’re one of the smartest people I know, Rob.  You already know the score.  You know sooner or later you’re going to have to accept what has happened.  I think right now you’re too scared.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “I don’t know, maybe that you might like it.”
 
   “That’s not likely.”
 
   “Then what do you have to worry about?  If nothing else, go through the motions.  Stop giving Elise and Ms. Cash such a hard time.  Stop being such a pain in my ass.”
 
   “Why?  So you can keep us locked up in here?”
 
   “You’re locked up in here for your own protection.  What do you think will happen if Clownface or Ion Girl or Major Carnage finds out the mighty Midnight Spectre is a little girl now?  They’ll be running wild—and not just them—”
 
   “Yeah, you said that already.”
 
   “I’m hoping maybe this time it’ll get through that thick skull of yours.”  Dalton comes over to put a hand on Midnight’s shoulder; this time it’s loose enough for her to shake it away.  “Listen, sweetheart, it could be a lot worse.  You could have ended up three hundred pounds with a club foot and halitosis.”
 
   “I’m so lucky.”
 
   “Can you at least promise me you’ll stop interrupting Ms. Cash’s lessons?  It’s hard enough for Allison and Starla to adjust without you trying to incite a riot.”
 
   “Is that all, Principal Dalton?  Can I go back to class now?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll write you a hall pass.”
 
   Midnight sighs and then trudges back to her room to take a nap before she has to go through another of Cash’s lectures.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   The second week of finishing school is dedicated to clothes.  Midnight has already learned about basic underpants, but Cash insists on making them try out a wide variety of underwear.  Midnight notices Allison and especially Starla are even more embarrassed than she is.
 
   It gets worse when Cash brings out the bras.   “You gals aren’t always going to be stuck in this place.  When you do get to go outside, you’ll need these to support your girls.”
 
   “Do you have a training bra for Robin?” Elise asks with a smug grin.
 
   Midnight lets this remark pass in the interest of demonstrating more control to Major Dalton.  She’ll bide her time and then wait for the right time to pay Elise back.  It’s hard when Cash pats her on the shoulder.  “Now now, Robin has very nice breasts for a girl her age.  Not as nice as mine back in the day, but very good for an average girl.”
 
   Midnight resists the urge to put Cash in a chokehold.  Even with her reduced strength, she’s certain she can snap Cash’s scrawny neck before any of Dalton’s goons can get in here.  Starla or Allison might try to stop her, or they might not.  No, she just has to keep biding her time.
 
   The bra she does receive is plain white with thick wires at the bottom.  “Is this a push-up bra?”
 
   Cash pats her on the shoulder again.  “Nothing wrong with a little help, sweetie.”
 
   The benefit of years of posing as a billionaire playboy is Midnight has a lot of experience in taking bras off.  It’s not too difficult to reverse engineer the process.  The bra is a little loose in the front while the wires at the bottom bite into her skin.  She’ll have to ditch the bra as soon as she can.
 
   At least she got the damned thing on.  By contrast, Elise fumbles with the straps of her bra as if tangling with a giant squid.  She finally throws it down and cries.  Cash wraps her in a hug and strokes her hair.  “It’s all right, honey.  I’ll help you.”
 
   Starla is almost as clueless about what to do.  Midnight figures it’s because Stan Shaw had about as much experience taking off bras as Ellis Pate or any other homo.  Midnight’s always wondered if maybe Apex Man had been keeping another secret identity.
 
   Allison puts her bra on easily and then goes to help Starla.  “You have to hook it in the back here,” she explains.  With expert precision she demonstrates the principle.  “Maybe Ms. Cash can buy you one that hooks in the front to make it easier.”
 
   “I can get the hang of it,” Starla growls. 
 
   “Sure.  Practice makes perfect,” Allison says with a fake giggle and then sits down to wait for the lesson to continue.
 
   Midnight sits next to her.  “Still no luck getting word out of here?” she asks.
 
   “I haven’t asked,” Allison says.
 
   “Your wife has probably reported you missing by now.  If we go into the kitchen we might find your face on a milk carton.”
 
   “I doubt that.”  Allison stares down at the floor.  “If I could get out of here, it’d only take me a few seconds to get to a phone.  I could call her—”
 
   “And?”
 
   “What am I supposed to say?  The second she hears my voice she’ll know it isn’t me.  She’ll probably think it’s a sick prank.”
 
   “So don’t call her.  Send her a letter.  Or email.  Or text.  Something written.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”  Allison giggles hollowly again.  “Maybe throw a bottle in the ocean, right?”
 
   “It’s better than nothing.”
 
   Starla sits down next to them while Elise and Cash continue their sobfest.  “Is it always going to feel this tight?”
 
   “You probably need a bigger one,” Allison says.
 
   “I doubt they make bigger ones,” Midnight says.
 
   Starla’s eyes flash red as if she’s using her IR vision, an unconscious habit when she gets really pissed off.  “Can’t you try to take this seriously?  We might be this way for a long time.”
 
   “Sorry.  I was just trying to lighten the mood.”
 
   “No you’re not!  You’re always making those little jabs and jokes to get under everyone’s skin.  I could put up with it before because you were always helpful to the team, but now—”
 
   “Now what?”
 
   “Now that there is no team, I’m sick of it.  Grow up!”
 
   “Why should I?  I’m only seventeen.”
 
   “This is what I mean.  I’m trying to make a serious point and you turn it into another ironic joke.  I want you to know, when we get out of here, we’re through.  I don’t ever want to see you again!”
 
   “Fine with me.”
 
   “Guys, come on, don’t fight,” Allison interjects.  “We’re all under a lot of stress right now.  Let’s not say things we’ll regret later.”
 
   “You’re right.  I’m sorry,” Starla says.
 
   “I’m not.”  Midnight gets up to move her chair across the room.
 
   “Fine, go off by yourself.  That’s how you’ve always liked it:  the lone wolf against the world.  See how far you get now!” Starla shouts at her loud enough to shake dust from the ceiling.
 
   Midnight pretends not to hear, staring at a wall.  She waits for Major Dalton to drag her away by the ear again, but no one comes for her.  They all leave her alone.  While she should enjoy this, she feels a nervous flutter in her stomach at Starla’s words.
 
   *** 
 
   The next morning no one else is at breakfast.  As Midnight nibbles on a piece of toast, Major Dalton comes in to sit across from her with a cup of coffee.  “Is it time for another lecture?”
 
   “No.  I’m just passing the word that the other three are under the weather.  They’ll be confined to quarters for the next three to five days.”
 
   Midnight knows what this means.  “Aunt Flo came to visit?”
 
   “She got Starla first.  Her bed looked like she slaughtered a cow in it.”
 
   “Must be that alien physiology of hers.  It exaggerates all her physical properties.”
 
   “That’s a good theory.  And I guess since they were in such close proximity, the other two are on the same schedule.”
 
   “Great.  So can I go back to bed to wait for my turn?”
 
   “Actually, Ms. Cash is going to do some one-on-one tutoring with you.”
 
   “I don’t suppose I have a choice about that, do I?”
 
   “Not unless you can start squirting out blood between your legs.”
 
   Midnight closes her eyes as if she’s trying to will her period to come.  When she opens them again, Major Dalton is shaking her head.  “It was worth a shot.”
 
   Cash isn’t alone in the lounge.  There’s a monstrously fat old woman dressed in a muumuu with her.  “There you are!  This is Patty Ryan.  She did my hair and makeup on a lot of shoots back in the day.”
 
   That day was probably back in the early 80s Midnight guesses.  “That’s great.  What’s it got to do with me?”
 
   “Well, you’ve been so sullen through all this, I was wracking my brain trying to think of a way to help.  Then I decided we need to give you a total makeover.”
 
   A vision of ending up like a shorter, redheaded version of Elise pops into Midnight’s head.  “I’m fine.  I’ve got my bra on today and everything.”
 
   “Come on, silly, it’ll be fun!  When it’s over, I promise you’ll feel like a whole new person!”
 
   “That’s what I’m afraid of.”  
 
   Midnight tries to back out of the room, but of course Major Dalton is there.  “Just let her try it, Rob.  What’ll it hurt?”
 
   “Fine,” Midnight grumbles.
 
   Patty Ryan claps her meaty hands.  “Wonderful!  Why don’t you have a seat and we’ll get to work.”
 
   Midnight sits on one of the chairs, her body tensing like when one of her enemies used to capture and torture her.  This she’s certain will be a different kind of torture.  And there’s no Super Squad or police officers to bail her out this time.
 
   She closes her eyes and practices the breathing exercises she learned from a Buddhist monk in Tibet during her training to become Midnight Spectre.  It has been a while since she has tried this and that was back in her male body.  The basic muscles are all the same, but there’s a different feeling now since everything isn’t where it used to be.  There’s the heaviness at the top of her chest that wasn’t there before while her lower abdominal muscles have atrophied so much.  More than that, there aren’t all the familiar aches and pains she had inherited from a decade of battling criminals.  All those scars have disappeared thanks to the Feminazi.
 
   While she considers whether she should be glad about this or not, she hears the rhythmic patter of Ryan’s voice in the background.  She isn’t sure when she falls asleep in the chair, but she wakes to Cash saying, “Wake up, sweetheart.  Get a look at the new you!”
 
   Midnight is still loathe to open her eyes.  The last time she looked in a mirror, she saw a young girl’s face in place of a thirty-five-year-old man’s.  What have they done to her now?
 
   She finally opens her eyes and nearly tips the chair over.  They took her suggestion to cut her hair shorter, down to jaw length now.  Most of it is dyed black, but there are streaks of bright red at the ends.  Her face has gotten even paler, except for dark circles around her eyes and her black lips.
 
   “Now, I’ve got the perfect ensemble to go with it,” Cash says.  She motions to a faded Led Zepplin T-shirt, black jeans intentionally ripped along the knees, and a battered pair of black sneakers.  “Go ahead and try them on.”
 
   Midnight staggers into the bathroom with the clothes.  They’re a bit loose, but they fit well enough.  She stares in the mirror at her new self.  She has seen girls like this before in certain nightclubs and at Starbucks—usually working the counter of the latter.  They’re the type of hipster punks who thumb their nose at authority by rebelling against the status quo in a very conformist way.  Is this who they think she is?
 
   Starla’s words the day before come back to her.  With all her brooding and ironic jokes, Midnight can see why Cash would see fit to cast her in this role, as the outcast, the misfit.  She had reduced everything Midnight Spectre stood for into a cliché.
 
   There’s a tap on the door.  Major Dalton asks, “Rob, are you all right?  Do you need any help?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Midnight snaps.  She wipes at the mascara that’s begun to run from her tears.  She opens the door and sees a familiar face waiting for her.  Not Major Dalton, but an old man dressed like he’s just come home from hunting pheasants in his plaid tweed overcoat and newsboy hat.  “Jasper!”
 
   She throws herself at him like a little girl whose daddy has just come home after a long trip.  A part of her mind notes she comes up only to his shoulders now, whereas before she used to be several inches taller than the old man.  The rest of her doesn’t care at the moment; she sobs gratefully into his coat.
 
   Much sooner than she’d like, Jasper nudges her back.  He smiles down at her.  “I got here as soon as Major Dalton called.  She told me all about your little mishap.”
 
   “It’s more than a little mishap,” Midnight says.
 
   “I suppose so.  Why don’t we go to the cafeteria and I’ll make you a nice hot cup of tea?”
 
   “All right.”  Midnight leans against Jasper, his arm around her shoulders as they head towards the cafeteria.
 
   *** 
 
   Jasper shoos the kitchen staff away to personally see to making Midnight’s tea.  Throughout all her travels, Midnight never found anyone who could make a cup of tea as well as Jasper.  It must be that British know-how.  
 
   She gratefully accepts the tea, though she sets it down to steep for a few minutes.  She looks down into the cup, as if she can divine some hidden meaning from the leaves like a fortune teller.  “I must look quite a sight to you,” she says, mimicking his accent.
 
   “I have to say it’s not entirely an unwelcome change.”
 
   “Dirty old man.”
 
   “If only I were fifty years younger, I’d ask you out.”
 
   Midnight’s cheeks warm despite that she knows Jasper is joking.  “How are things on the outside?  The world gone to hell yet?”
 
   “There is some speculation about what has become of the Super Squad.  The military is only saying that you’re on a secret mission.”
 
   “What about more locally?”
 
   “Things haven’t gotten too bad yet.  Captain Howe seems to have a lid on everything.”
 
   “No escapes yet?”
 
   “Not yet.  It has only a matter of time I suppose.”
 
   “There will be if I’m stuck here much longer.  Then we’ll be back at square one.”
 
   Jasper looks away from her as he sips his cup of tea.  Midnight watches him until he finally puts the cup down.  “Forgive my impertinence, Mistress Robin, but are you sure that’s wise?”
 
   Midnight glances involuntarily at her little teenaged body.  Her cheeks warm again.  “I know what it looks like, but I’m not an invalid.  I just need to work out.  Maybe when I get out of here I can see Master Wang to work on my training.”
 
   “Again, forgive my impertinence, Mistress, but it occurs to me there’s no hurry to do that.  Perhaps you could give it a go to live like a normal person for a time?”
 
   “The city needs Midnight Spectre.  Just because the shit hasn’t hit the fan yet doesn’t mean it won’t soon enough.  When that happens, who’s going to save the city:  Captain Howe and his legion of corrupt flatfeet?”  
 
   Jasper takes another long sip of his tea.  He’s getting ready to say something uncomfortable, Midnight is certain.  She gulps from her own cup as she waits for it.  “Might you perhaps be overstating your own importance?  Perhaps Captain Howe is more capable than you’ve estimated.”
 
   “I doubt that.”  She glares at him for a moment.  “You don’t think I can do it anymore, do you?  You think I’m too soft now.  Just because I’m a girl doesn’t mean I can’t do my job!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mistress, but seeing you like this, so innocent and sweet-looking, I don’t think I can live with myself if I let you back out there.”
 
   “So, what?  I’m supposed to start going to cotillions now and wait for some rich boy to marry me so I can pump out his babies?”
 
   “Not at all.  I’m merely suggesting you take some time to examine all your options.”
 
   “There are no other options.  When Mom and Dad died, I promised I would clean up that city.  It doesn’t matter if I’m seventeen or seventy or if I have a vagina instead of a penis.  Got it?  The mission isn’t ever going to change!”
 
   Jasper looks down at his tea and nods.  “Very well.  If that’s how you feel, I’m certain there’s no way I can stop you.  Perhaps, though, until Major Dalton sees fit to release you, you might give the idea some consideration?”
 
   “I’ll think about it,” Midnight snaps and then stomps back to her room to be alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Allison is the first one released from quarantine two days later.  Starla and Elise are still floating down the crimson river, while Allison’s monthly visitor seems to have packed up and left.  Dr. Harken insists on running a complete set of blood tests to ascertain why her period came and went so quickly.
 
   Allison would like to see the results, but Harken won’t show her.  No one’s shown her any data since she’s gotten here.  She’s asked Major Dalton a few times and always received a vague answer for why she can’t have access to information about her own body.  Especially since she had always been given Most Secret clearance before.  Becoming a woman didn’t make her a security risk, did it?
 
   She’s weak and sore after the blood tests, so she goes into the mess hall for some juice and a bite to eat.  The only one in the room is a teenaged girl with short black hair streaked with bright red.  Is she the daughter of someone who works here?  A maximum security military installation—the kind that isn’t supposed to exist officially—isn’t the kind of place for Take Your Daughter to Work Day.
 
   Only when she gets a closer look at the girl’s face does Allison recognize Robin Holloway.  She sits down across from Robin and smiles.  “I like the new look,” she says.  It’s a lie, but from the way the girl is idly stirring her oatmeal, she needs cheering up.
 
   “That makes one of us,” Robin grumbles.
 
   “It’s not that bad, is it?”
 
   Like a normal teenager, Robin only shrugs.  “Where are the other two?”
 
   “Still in quarantine.  It seems running isn’t the only thing I’m faster than everyone at.”
 
   “That must be nice.”
 
   “Have you—?”  Allison can feel her face turn warm; it’s still difficult to discuss these sort of things.  She and Sally never talked about this kind of stuff.  The only indications of when it came and went were Sally’s irritability and tampon wrappers in the trash.  A few times, before Jenny was born, Sally would have to fend Alan away when he was in the mood and she wasn’t.
 
   “Not yet.  Lucky me,” Robin says.  “Maybe I’m too young to even get one.”
 
   “That’s impossible.  You wouldn’t have secondary sexual characteristics—”
 
   “I was joking,” Robin snaps.
 
   “Sorry,” Allison says.  This mood of Robin’s might be the onset of PMS, but in her case it’s hard to tell.  “So how have things been going here on the outside?”
 
   Again Robin shrugs.  “Not much different.  They let me have a visitor, though.  Jasper’s down in Major Dalton’s office.”
 
   “That’s great,” Allison says, her voice hollow.  “I’m sure he was glad to see you.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  He says he wants me to clean up and become Miss Congeniality now.  As if a pair of boobs should instantly make me June Cleaver or something.  But he did bring me a nice present.”  As Robin says this, something bumps against Allison’s thigh.  She realizes one of Robin’s hands is under the table.  Allison reaches down as if to itch her leg to touch Robin’s hand. 
 
   In her hand is something thin and plastic.  From the buttons along the face of it, Allison is pretty sure it’s a cell phone.  Robin gives her a wink before she continues, “He brought some tea from home.  It had to go through a dozen scans by the Gestapo in here, but they finally figured out it was harmless.”
 
   “How long is he going to stay?”
 
   “Probably the duration.  Dalton thinks it will help me adjust to have someone I care about here.  I don’t think I want him around if he’s going to act like my father, though.”
 
   From the key words in the last two sentences, Allison is fairly certain what Robin is up to.  With the cell phone, Allison can contact Sally and Jenny to let them know she’s still alive and unharmed—relatively speaking.  She slips the phone into her pocket while keeping her hand under the table.  She’ll have to find a quiet place where she can use it later.  It’ll probably have to be the bathroom, unless they’re watching that too.
 
   “Thanks,” Allison mouths to Robin.  Her back goes stiff when a door opens.  It’s not Major Dalton or a squad of soldiers to arrest them, just Ms. Cash and a fat old woman. 
 
   Ms. Cash claps her hands.  “Allison, wonderful to see you again.  I think now’s the perfect chance for some one-on-one time.”
 
   “Sure,” Allison mumbles while Robin rolls her eyes.  Allison hopes she comes out of it with a little less radical change than the teenager.
 
   *** 
 
   The biggest problem during her makeover is to keep the phone hidden.  Allison knows better than to let Ms. Cash see it or else word will certainly get back to Major Dalton.  The phone seems to be burning a hole in the pocket of her sweatpants as Ms. Ryan works on styling Allison’s hair.  Any second she expects Dalton and an escort to run in here.
 
   What would she do if they did?  Would she hand the phone over to them without a fight?  She hasn’t tried her speed out yet as a woman, but she’s certain it’s the same as before.  If it comes to a fight, she should be able to take Dalton and company out.
 
   What then?  Dalton already said she’d rather kill them all—including everyone in the base—than let anyone escape.  Allison has little doubt Dalton will carry through on that threat.  But maybe she could delay them long enough to get a message off to Sally—
 
   “All finished now, sweetheart.  Have a look.”  
 
   Ms. Ryan holds up a mirror to Allison’s face.  Her brown locks are wavier and cut to about shoulder length now.  Allison has to admit it makes her look a bit more grown up than before.  “It’s very nice.  Thank you.”
 
   “And I’ve got an outfit that I think will be perfect for you,” Ms. Cash says and claps her hands.  After what Ms. Cash picked out for Robin, Allison cringes in anticipation of something horrible.
 
   What Ms. Cash has laid out is a blue-and-white striped summer dress with a matching blue cardigan sweater.  There’s a pair of shoes with white straps and two or three inch heels that make Allison’s stomach churn.  How is she supposed to run in those things?  “Why don’t you go try them on?” Ms. Cash suggests.
 
   “All right,” Allison mumbles.  She takes the clothes into a supply closet that’s the right size for a makeshift changing room.  
 
   She looks around for any hidden cameras but doesn’t see anything.  They wouldn’t bug a supply room, would they?  She decides to risk it.  She takes the phone from her pocket.  It looks like an ordinary BlackBerry, but knowing Midnight Spectre it’s certain to have a few bells and whistles not in the original specs.
 
   Allison doesn’t waste any time to type in Sally’s number.  She knows she can’t call, not as a woman and not with two other women in the next room.  Instead, she types out a simple message:  I’m OK.  Be Home Soon.  Love you.  Kiss Jenny 4 Me.  Her shorter, thinner fingers fumble with the keys a bit, but after a minute she hits the send button.
 
   It’s not a moment too soon, as someone knocks on the door.  Ms. Cash asks, “Do you need any help, sweetie?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Allison says.
 
   She soon discovers one problem with her new clothes:  there aren’t any pockets.  There’s nowhere for her to put the cell phone unless she tries to stuff it down her bra.  In a panic she looks around the supply room.  There’s a bucket of sawdust at her feet.  She drops the phone into the bucket and then scoops sawdust around it until it’s hidden.  Unless anyone has an accident, it should be safe there until she or Robin can retrieve it.
 
   Allison slips on the shoes and then throws open the door.  She stumbles in the heels, but Cash catches her before she falls.  “Maybe these shoes are a bit much for you,” Cash says.  “We’ll have to give you some practice in how to wear them.”
 
   “Great,” Allison mutters.
 
   “How do you like the rest of it?”
 
   Cash holds up the mirror.  Allison studies her reflection again.  Like her hair, the clothes make her seem older, more like a woman in her thirties.  All she needs is a minivan to look like a typical soccer mom.  Her cheeks warm as she thinks of driving Jenny to soccer games when her daughter is old enough.  How will she explain to Jenny that she has two mommies now?
 
   She doesn’t realize she’s crying until Cash wipes at her eyes.  “What’s wrong, sweetie?  If it’s the clothes, we can find something else—”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  I like them.  I was just thinking of something else.”
 
   “How about we take a little break?  Then you can practice in your new shoes.”
 
   “Sure.”  Cash helps Allison over to a chair, where she wipes at her eyes as she thinks of the future.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Starla is the last to emerge from the quarantine.  She accepts the grief she gets from Elise and Robin about the duration of her period—an entire week!  Through that week she’s lost seemingly gallons of blood, endured cramps that felt as if someone were squeezing a vise around her limbs, and had her entire body feel bloated to the point she couldn’t drag herself to the toilet.
 
   Allison and Elise witnessed much of that, especially Elise, who only left the room two days earlier.  No one knows about the much more serious problem:  the surge of hormones has made Starla’s grasp on her powers extremely tenuous.  
 
   It’s not something any of the others can understand.  Robin, like Dalton and the rest of the soldiers, doesn’t have any superpowers.  Elise and Alison’s powers aren’t nearly on the same magnitude as Starla’s; their powers aren’t so destructive.  All it takes is one slip-up and a gush of fire could spurt from Starla’s mouth to turn someone into ashes.  If she’s not careful when she opens a door, she might tear it from its hinges.
 
   She’s dealt with this problem before.  Back when Stan Shaw turned twelve and began to enter puberty, the powers started to manifest themselves.  First came the super strength, which at the time he thought was great—until he threw a bale of hay through the front window of the house.  That netted him a week’s grounding, plus the loss of his allowance for months.
 
   That was only the beginning.  The other powers came along, each with its own dangers.  He’d been milking a cow when it began to moo plaintively.  Only then did he discover he and the cow were suspended in the air.  The infrared vision kept him home from school for two weeks as he couldn’t see more than multi-colored blobs in his vision.
 
   The fire breath was the worst.  It came in the middle of the night.  He thought it must be a really bad case of indigestion from the way his throat burned.  He opened his mouth to call for Ma and Pa only to have a stream of flame leap out like a blowtorch—or a dragon.  Stan had put the fire out by creating a mighty wind with his super strength and a blanket.  Then he ran into the night, where he wound up burning down an entire field of wheat.  That cost him a year’s allowance.
 
   Now it’s happening again.  The first night she’d woke up with the same burning in her throat.  She knew enough to keep her mouth closed this time.  She didn’t open it until she managed to get into the shower, where she ran the water to alleviate any damage.  When she hasn’t been able to get to the shower, she tries to let it out a little at a time into a bedpan, like releasing the steam from an overheated boiler.
 
   She needs to get out of here.  She needs to get to the Crystal Lair, her hidden fortress.  It’s located in the Arctic Circle, where her fire breath won’t do more than melt the snow.  And there she can look over the records from her birth world.  Her people might have some way to change them back.
 
   She staggers into the mess hall, her infrared vision showing six humans in the room.  It’s hard to tell who’s who until she gets control of it.  The room comes into focus so she can retrieve a tray of food and glass of water.  Except for the sweat plastering hair to her forehead, she should look normal enough to them.  It’s important not to let them know what a sorry state she’s in; they’ll overreact, especially Dalton.  They’ll lock her up in a gamma-saturated room so she can’t hurt anyone.  Maybe that’s not such a bad idea.
 
   Elise and Robin make their little jokes at her expense.  Allison studies her but doesn’t say anything.  She probably has some inkling of what’s going on; she is a biochemist who’s done extensive research on superhuman physiology.  She looks down at her tray and then shovels in eggs like there’s no tomorrow.
 
   Starla’s careful not to open her mouth too wide as she eats or drinks, lest a stream of fire melt the whole table.  The water does little to cool the fire in her throat.  She can feel the temperature rise; if she had a temperature gauge it would probably be deep in the red.
 
   Major Dalton studies her face.  “Are you feeling all right, Starla?”
 
   “Just a little nauseous still.”
 
   “Maybe you should get back to bed.”
 
   “She’s already been in bed for seven days,” Elise points out.
 
   “It’s a super period,” Robin says.  Her new hairdo and clothes certainly haven’t improved her disposition; nor would Starla expect them to.  Robin Holloway is the type of person immune to happiness.  She has spent a lifetime isolating herself from those feelings.  The little—
 
   Starla’s IR vision kicks in again.  She can feel her entire body warming, as if she’s a spaceship dropping through the atmosphere.  “I’m going to take a shower,” she says.
 
   She barely makes it to the shower and gets the cold water on when the fire erupts, reducing a soap dish and the soap inside to a puddle.  The rest of the bathroom seems fine, but she can’t spend her entire life in a shower.
 
   A hand touches her shoulder.  Allison says, “You can’t control it, can you?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “You need to tell Dalton.  They might be able to treat you.”
 
   “How?  Dousing me with gamma rays?”
 
   “There are hormone treatments we can try.  They might even you out enough to limit the symptoms.”
 
   “I can manage it.  Like I did last time.”  Starla takes Allison’s hand.  “You can’t tell Dalton.  Please.  I can handle it on my own.”
 
   Allison stares at her for a long moment and then nods.  “I won’t tell her for now, but if it keeps up or gets worse then we have to talk with her.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’ll go fetch you some dry clothes.  Back in a jiff.”  Starla hasn’t even pushed the wet hair away from her face before Allison is back with a pile of clothes.
 
   “Show off.”
 
   Before Allison can say anything, the alarms sound.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison is at the doors of the situation room a full minute before Starla.  “They won’t let us in there,” Allison says.  She gestures to two guards armed with machine guns.
 
   “Major Dalton says this is a restricted area,” one guard says.  “You’re to return to your quarters until further instructions are given.”
 
   “We have a right to know what’s going on,” Allison says.
 
   “Just push their asses out of the way,” Robin says from behind them.  Her and Elise stand there, not bickering amongst themselves for once.
 
   Starla turns to the guards and straightens to her full height.  It’s a few inches shorter, but still taller than both men.  “I think you’d better move aside, son.”
 
   “Major Dalton says—”
 
   Starla grabs each man by the shoulder and then tosses them behind her.  She hears them hit the floor, their weapons clattering away.  She worries she might have hurt them, but there’s no time to check.  She rears back and is about to smash the door open when Robin gets in front of her.  She holds up a key card.  “Take it easy.  Those doors are expensive.”
 
   Robin waves a card over the lock and the door parts for them.  Inside is a room lined with computers and very serious men and women to operate them.  A map of the world is displayed on a monitor the size of a wall in the mess hall.  Red dots flash in Atomic City, Focal City, and a spot in the Pacific about two hundred miles east of the Philippines—near the underwater metropolis of Pacifica.  
 
   Major Dalton stands on a raised platform, surrounded by a cluster of harried technicians.  She turns to glare at them.  “What are you four doing in here?  This is a restricted area.”
 
   “You really think we were going to sit around while the world goes to shit?” Robin says.  Despite her diminutive size, she stomps up the stairs with the authority of a much larger person.  She gestures to the IMAX-sized screen.  “And things are going to shit, aren’t they?”
 
   “Listen, little girl, I don’t have time for you right now—”
 
   “Have you got time for me?” Starla says.  She stands inches in front of the major; one stream of fire would instantly cremate Dalton.
 
   “And us,” Elise seconds.  “What are those dots?”
 
   “Threat alerts,” Robin says.  While Starla has been intimidating Dalton, Robin has seized control of a terminal.  “Let’s see, we’ve got Killer Whale hitting Pacifica, Inertia is going after Focal City, and our old pal Rad Geiger is attacking Atomic City.”
 
   “It’s a coordinated attack,” Allison says.
 
   “Looks like you have a leak, Major,” Robin says.
 
   “If we have a leak, maybe it’s because someone brought in an illegal cell phone and used it,” Dalton snaps.
 
   From the way Allison’s cheeks turn red, Starla knows it must be her.  Starla grabs hold of Dalton’s shoulder.  “None of us would tip off the enemy.  It’s probably someone in your organization.”
 
   “I don’t care who it is.  We got to get out there,” Elise says.  “Those are my people being attacked!”
 
   “We’re dispatching assets to deal with the situations,” Dalton says.
 
   “Your assets can’t stop Killer Whale!  Only I can!”
 
   “I thought you didn’t even like being king of Pacifica,” Robin says, never one not to poke the sleeping dog.
 
   “I don’t have to like them.  They’re my responsibility.”
 
   “And Focal City is mine.  Sally and Jenny are there,” Allison says.  “I can’t stand here and do nothing.”
 
   “Well Major?” Starla says.  “How about it?”
 
   Dalton looks around the room.  She sighs and then nods.  “Follow me.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla expects Dalton to lead them into a trap similar to what they stumbled into on Roboto’s island.  The major leads them down a bunch of winding corridors, far enough underground that Starla can feel the air getting warmer; or maybe it’s just her fire breath ready to blow again.
 
   They come to a door that looks like a bank vault.  Two more guards are in front of it.  Major Dalton motions to them.  “At ease, boys.  We’re going to Protocol Pink.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” the guards say.  One punches a code into a keypad next to the door.  The vault yawns open.  Starla braces for a burst of gamma radiation to weaken her.  But there’s nothing like that.  Inside, she sees her costume.
 
   At least a variation of her costume.  The red shorts—the “outer-underwear” as Midnight Spectre called them—and yellow tights are gone in favor of a short red skirt.  Where Apex Man’s logo—a red diamond with a yellow ‘A’ in the center—was has been cut out.
 
   Allison’s uniform is the same except the colors are reversed from a silver chest with blue accents to a blue chest with silver accents.  Like Starla’s costume, the logo in the center has been cut out.  And instead of a cowl there’s a blue domino mask similar to what Apex Man wore.
 
   Elise’s uniform has undergone a complete transformation.  The green tunic and tights are gone.  In its place is a purple tunic with black leggings, both made of slick waterproof fabric.  A black domino mask completes the ensemble.
 
   “Where’s my uniform?” Robin asks, her voice quivering.
 
   “Sorry, kid.  You know I’ve never supported kid sidekicks.”
 
   “I’m not anyone’s sidekick!” Robin shrieks.  “Get me my goddamned uniform!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Rob.  This is for your own good.”  Dalton snaps her fingers.  The two guards seize Robin by the arms.  She flails around, but they’re too big and strong for her.  “You see?  You can’t even beat two guards.  What do you think you’re going to do against Geiger or Inertia?”
 
   “I can’t stay here.  It’s not fair!”
 
   Dalton puts a hand on Robin’s shoulder.  The girl shakes it away, fury blazing in her gray eyes despite the tears in them.  “You can stay with me in the command center and help coordinate.”
 
   “I’m not one of your stupid button pushing drones.”
 
   “No, you’re not.  You’re one of the best computer hackers on the planet.  That might come in handy.”
 
   “Don’t try to patronize me,” Robin growls.
 
   “It’s that or you go back to your quarters to cry on Jasper’s shoulder.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “To which one?”
 
   “I’ll go to my room.”
 
   Dalton nods to the guards.  They start to lead Robin away.  “Is that really necessary?” Allison asks.  “Rob’s always been a key part of the team.  He’s saved us more times than I can count.”
 
   Elise snorts at this.  “Maybe he did, but look at her.  Killer Whale would break her like a matchstick.”
 
   “We’ll talk about this later,” Dalton says.
 
   While everyone else has been arguing, Starla has slipped into her uniform.  The skirt barely covers her panties.  The missing logo exposes a fair amount of her cleavage.  The worst though are the boots with their six-inch spike heels.  “I can’t walk in these,” she says.
 
   “And I sure as hell can’t run in them,” Allison says.  She has an almost identical pair of high-heeled boots, except hers are white.  She gestures to the mask too.  “And my hair is going to be whipping all over the place like this.”
 
   “Just deal with it,” Elise snaps.  She has got her uniform on, the purple top fitting snugly to the curves of her body to the point that her nipples are visible.  She glides towards the door in her black high-heeled boots.  “Come on, ladies, let’s go save the world.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   Elise braces herself as she stands on the pier.  She’s not sure what to expect when she dives into the water.  For the last two weeks the only water she has been around has been in the shower and the only fish in the mess hall.  There are a pair of Navy rescue divers on the pier with her just in case this doesn’t go well and she needs rescued.
 
   “Here goes nothing,” she says with more confidence than she feels.  Then she dives into the water.  Owing to her new physique it’s not as graceful a dive as before, but not a belly flop either.  
 
   She takes a few practice strokes above the water to test the suit.  She can’t feel it on her body at all; it’s like she’s swimming in the nude.  She giggles at this and then dives underwater.  She feels the same freedom of movement under the water.  At first she holds her breath like a normal human, until her lungs begin to burn.  She closes her eyes before she blows out the last of the air she’s been holding in.
 
   She remembers when her father, the previous Lord Neptune, took her for her first swim.  Back then Ellis Pate had been ten years old and until that time had thought he was an ordinary boy, the son of the American ambassador to New Zealand.  Then a grizzled old man with a white beard like Santa Claus had shown up, claiming to be Ellis’s real father.
 
   Ellis wanted nothing to do with the old man; he had run away when his parents confirmed that he was in fact adopted.  The people he thought had been his parents had found him washed up on a beach, surrounded in seaweed like a blanket.  When they’d first seen him, Ellis had sported gills along his neck and webbing between his fingers and toes.  They weren’t sure what to do with him, so they’d kept him hidden in the embassy until the gills and webbing went away.  Then the ambassador set up the paperwork to make it seem as if Ellis had been adopted by them from a local orphanage.
 
   Ellis managed to sneak out of the embassy and made it down to the harbor.  He’d always liked to watch the boats, but now tears came to his eyes.  He stared at his fingers, waiting to see the webbing appear.  He stared into the water so he could check for gills, but so far he was still normal.
 
   He had never gone swimming before.  His parents had forbid him to get near the water.  At the time he’d thought they were being overly cautious; now he understood they knew he was a freak and had wanted to keep him from finding out.
 
   He felt the pier shake and turned to see the old man coming towards him.  Ellis wanted to run, but his legs wouldn’t work, so he curled into a ball and peed himself like a baby.  “There’s no need to be afraid, my son,” the old man said.
 
   “Go away!” Ellis shouted.  He hoped someone would come to his aid, but no one did.
 
   “My son, it is time to claim your birthright,” the old man said.  He stopped to cough violently.  He shook his head.  “This ‘air’ of yours is vile.  I don’t know how you can stand it.”
 
   “Are you…are you a merman?” Ellis asked.  He had seen The Little Mermaid the year before, which had increased tensions between him and his parents about their no swimming rule for months.  
 
   “I am the king of Pacifica and you are its prince,” the old man said.
 
   “I’m a prince?”  Ellis perked up at this; it was like something from one of the storybooks his mother had used to read at bedtime.
 
   “Yes, and it is time to return to the land that will one day be yours.”  The old man stopped to cough again.  “I am getting old and my health is declining.  I need an heir to the throne—a capable one.”
 
   “But I can’t leave here.  Mom and Dad—”
 
   “They are not your real parents.  Your real mother waits for you in Pacifica.  She has worried about you every day since she sent you away.”
 
   “She sent me away?”
 
   “For your own protection.  There were some who wished to kill you at birth to deny me an heir.  To spare you, your mother sent you here, to the surface.  I have long sought you, but now that I’ve found you, it’s time to go home.”
 
   “I can’t—”  The old man shoved Ellis into the water.  At first he flailed his arms and legs around uselessly.  He held in what air he’d been able to take in before he hit the water.  His lungs burned and his vision began to darken.  The last air escaped his lungs as he screamed, the cry muffled by the water.
 
   Then a strange thing happened:  he could breathe!  He was still underwater and yet his lungs no longer burned and his vision returned to normal.  His eyes boggled to see the webbing between the fingers of his hands.  He kicked off his shoes and socks to find his toes with the same translucent material between them.
 
   The old man—his real father—took him by the back of the shirt.  He demonstrated to Ellis how to paddle through the water and then how to glide through it like a fish.  Out in the harbor, away from the pier, Ellis began to see strange images.  Father explained these were the thoughts of the sea creatures nearby.  “All of our ancestors, we of noble lineage, can communicate with our aquatic brothers and sisters.  We can command them to do our bidding, but this must be used wisely.  The other creatures of the sea are our comrades, not our slaves.”
 
   Ellis nodded his understanding and then followed Father far away from the home where he’d grown up and to his native home.
 
   Elise goes through the process again now, only this time she’s alone.  Her lungs get to the point where they’re about to burst and then there’s a rush of oxygen into her system.  Her gills have returned to let her breathe in the water as naturally as she breathed air on land.  She holds up a hand to see the webbing between her fingers.  
 
   She doesn’t need Father to demonstrate how to swim this time.  She knows the mechanics of it well enough.  She paddles with her arms first to get some momentum and then begins to furiously kick her legs.  Before long she hurtles through the water faster than any torpedo.
 
   She’s moving faster than she ever has before as a man.  It must be because of her smaller, lighter body; it allows her to move with speed and agility she has never thought possible.  She begins to laugh as she zips through the water.  She hasn’t had this much fun swimming since she was a child first learning to swim.
 
   When she shoots through a school of tuna, she can sense their annoyance.  She sends an apology to them that she hopes they understand.  There’s no time to talk, though, as she has to get to Pacifica.  She has to stop Killer Whale—her brother.
 
   *** 
 
   When she’s a few miles from the gates to Pacifica, she can see signs of damage.  There are no fires or smoke underwater, but she sees ruts and black patches along the coral fence that rings the city.  From the way the clamshell gates—“the pearly gates” Midnight Spectre had called them—hang ajar, Elise knows Killer Whale has already breached the city.
 
   She pauses near the gates, where she finds a crab that has burrowed deep into the sand to hide.  Its mind is a mash-up of confused images, but from these she ascertains Killer Whale came with an armada of sea creatures he’d bent to his will.  As his moniker implies, many of them were orcas from farther north in the Pacific.  There were also a hundred or so Pacificans loyal to her brother; they had never accepted the rule of someone who’d been raised on land for ten years.
 
   Elise swims through the gates.  She can see the whales and their Pacifican handlers around the city, herding loyal Pacificans into the town square.  Anguished cries for help call to Elise, but she can’t help them yet.  She has to reach Killer Whale to break his control over the orcas, sharks, and other creatures he has pressed into service.
 
   As a man, Elise had often yearned to escape the palace and its guards to meet up for a rendezvous with Paul or another boyfriend.  He had used a channel that ran beneath the city, one only the royals knew about.  It was maintained to allow the nobles to escape should the city be about to fall to invaders.  But this time it will be helping the invader.
 
   Elise coasts between houses, careful to avoid any sentries Killer Whale has posted.  On the northwest corner of the city, near a statue of Elise’s great-grandfather is a patch of coral that appears to be natural.  The coral is actually some kind of elaborate plastic Allison had cooked up back when they had often gone out to the Love Shack.  It looks and feels real enough, but easily lifts up to reveal the opening to a tunnel.
 
   Elise makes sure no one is around before she jets into the tunnel.  A soft orange glow comes from the floor, where the rock is heated by magma beneath the earth’s crust.  As Elise swims along the channel, she wonders if Killer Whale has found this entrance, if he will have a guard posted.
 
   This seems unlikely as Father never entrusted Killer Whale with any secrets.  That was why Father had gone to such lengths to find Elise; he’d known his other son was a psychopath who would lead Pacifica to ruin.  Codgers like Baron Triton would argue Ellis Pate had not done much better, but Elise had learned from Father that Pacifica could largely govern itself.  It only needed someone to sit on the throne to make people feel like someone had a firm hand on the till.
 
   As she gets near the end of the tunnel, Elise stops to peek up through a slit in the rock at the throne room.  As expected, Killer Whale sits on the throne in his black suit with its white stripes to resemble the name he’d given himself.  He has Father’s crown on his head, the crown Father never saw him fit to wear.
 
   It’s only a slight surprise to see Baron Triton beside the throne.  The old-timer might have been in on this coup, or he might simply have seen which way the tide was flowing and gone with it.  A much more startling sight is Mother kneeling at the throne with tears in her eyes.
 
   “Come now, Mother, you shouldn’t carry on so.  I have come home at last.”
 
   “Your brother will find out.  He will retake the throne from you.”
 
   “I doubt that.  The fool is dead by now.”  Killer Whale glides down from the throne to seize Mother by the hair.  “I am your king now!”
 
   “Never.”
 
   Killer Whale has no compunctions about hitting an old woman.  Mother cries out in pain, but makes no attempt to stop the blood flowing from a gash on her cheek.  If it were possible, she would probably spit in his face.  Killer Whale makes as if to hit her again, but then turns to a pair of guards.  “Take her to the dungeon.  A few days in irons should teach her some respect.”
 
   Elise watches the guards take Mother away.  Then she coasts along the rest of the tunnel to pop up in a storeroom. 
 
   Now it’s time to teach Killer Whale some respect.
 
   *** 
 
   Since Killer Whale outnumbers her by probably two hundred to one, Elise sees no reason for subtlety.  Her brother has one weakness, the weakness of most of the villains the Super Squad has tangled with:  he’s terribly egotistical and insecure.  He’s also dumb enough to let himself get goaded into a one-on-one duel.
 
   With this in mind, Elise swims up to the doors to the throne room.  There are two guards stationed there.  They gape at her, their eyes focusing on her breasts in the skin-tight wetsuit.  She grins at them.  “Hi, boys.  See something you like?”
 
   They blush like a couple of horny fourteen-year-olds.  “Um—”
 
   They’re still hemming and hawing when she bashes their heads into the wall.  They float away, unconscious.  Then Elise opens one of the doors to the throne room enough that she can slither inside.
 
   Killer Whale and Baron Triton are going over strategy at a table when she enters.  Killer Whale turns at her approach.  He takes a good look at her breasts before his eyes narrow.  “Who are you, child?”
 
   “I’m the one who’s come to return the throne to the rightful king of Pacifica.”
 
   Killer Whale scoffs at this.  “You?  My cowardly brother would send a little girl to fight his battles for him.”
 
   “He didn’t figure he needed a man to take care of you,” Elise says.  She gets closer to Killer Whale.  She can see his face turning red.  He doesn’t like to have his manhood mocked by a girl.
 
   “We’ll see about that, child,” Killer Whale growls.  He takes a harpoon from a sheath on his back.  The end of it is stained red with blood, probably from the Pacificans he has murdered.  He levels the harpoon at her.  “Well?  Have you anything better than insults to defend yourself with?”
 
   “Actually, I do.”  Elise takes a seashell off her belt.  It’s the kind of fan-shaped shell the oil company used for its logo.  But with a flash the shell becomes a golden trident.
 
   Killer Whale’s eyes widen.  “That can’t be.  No girl can wield the royal trident!”
 
   “Except a girl of noble blood,” Elise says like she knew this all along.  She had gambled the trident would still work and it had.  “Now, you want to surrender or make this hard on yourself?”
 
   “This changes nothing.”  Killer Whale lunges forward with the harpoon.  Elise dances aside.  Fighting underwater is like a form of dance, albeit a deadly one.  It’s easier now that she’s lighter and more nimble.
 
   When Killer Whale swings the harpoon clumsily at her, Elise darts to the right and then jabs him in the side with the trident.  He screams in pain and then backs away, blood dripping from the wounds.  “You’ll pay for that, you little bitch.”
 
   With a war cry he charges at her.  Killer Whale never has seemed to learn the principles of armed combat.  For one thing, he lets his emotions get in the way to make him sloppy.  Elise needs only to wait for him to get enough momentum before she dives beneath him.  She loops around to run the trident through his left leg, to pin him to the floor.
 
   He tries to spin around with the harpoon, but she seizes it by the shaft.  This is where he has the advantage now, in superior strength.  The harpoon gets closer and closer, until the tip nicks her wetsuit.  With a grunt, Elise twists the harpoon away.  The blood Killer Whale has lost weakens him enough that he can’t stop her from yanking the harpoon out of his hands.  She lets it float harmlessly away.
 
   “Now, you’re going to release the sea creatures you enslaved and then tell your minions to clear out of here.  Understand?”
 
   “This can’t be.  No girl can best me!”
 
   “Well, one just did.  And unless you want the entire kingdom to know about it, I’d suggest you surrender.”
 
   Killer Whale looks her in the eye, trying to decide.  In the end he nods.  “Very well.  I will release them.  But this isn’t the end of it.”
 
   Elise knows he’s right.  She could end it by taking the harpoon and stabbing him through the heart, but she can’t.  Killer Whale is still her brother.  Despite everything that’s happened, all the terrible things he has done, she can’t kill her only sibling.
 
   Once a pair of loyal guards show up, Elise follows them down to the dungeon with Killer Whale in tow, his hands and feet in shackles.  The guards unceremoniously shove him into a cell.  “I’ll have someone stop by to take care of those wounds,” Elise says.
 
   Then she swims down a few cells, to where she sees Mother in her cell, sitting idly on a coral bench.  Elise takes off her mask and then opens the door.  Mother turns to face her, eyes narrowing.  Elise darts forward to slam into her.  It has been so long since she’s hugged her mother.  “Hello, Mother.  I’m home.”
 
   “Ellis?”  Mother runs a hand through Elise’s long hair.  “What’s happened to you?”
 
   “It’s a long story.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   There were some people who wrongly thought Velocity Man could walk on water.  There had been a cult who believed him to be the second coming of Christ because of this.  The ringleader of the cult had been put in jail when he tried to kill Velocity Man, believing him to be the Messiah who would spring back to life in three days.
 
   Allison had tried to explain to that man and everyone else that no one could walk on water.  The second you tried, gravity would pull you down and you’d be looking for dry clothes.  The trick is to run fast enough that you can outwit gravity.  She had given reporters the simplistic example of cartoon characters; they were able to walk over a cliff as long as they didn’t look down.  Once they stopped to do this, gravity took charge.
 
   Allison thinks about this as she paces the pier.  She has to be able to build up enough speed when she runs off the pier that she can escape the forces of gravity.  First she has to be able to do anything in these damned boots.  Whoever heard of trying to run in heels?  You didn’t see Olympic sprinters wearing spike heels in the hundred-meter dash.
 
   “Believe me, this wasn’t my idea,” Major Dalton had said.  She gestured to the hole in Allison’s costume that exposed most of her ample cleavage.  “Neither was that.  I think the boys they got to make these haven’t been out of the basement for a while.”
 
   Allison would love a new pair of shoes, but there aren’t any that will work.  She can’t wear a normal pair of shoes; the soles would melt before she got two miles.  She had created her own special friction-resistant polymer for her old boots.  What had happened to those?  They probably wouldn’t have fit, but they would still be better than these damnable things.
 
   “It’s not that difficult, sweetheart,” Ms. Cash says.  “You have to glide, nice and easy.”  
 
   She does a catwalk strut on the pier for Allison.  “That’s not very helpful.  Have you ever had to run in those shoes?”  Cash only stares at her.  She’s probably never had to run anywhere in her life.  Men wouldn’t think to abandon her, plus she always had assistants and sycophants surrounding her.
 
   Allison takes a deep breath.  She needs to relax.  She thinks back to when she first discovered her ability.  Back then Alan Bass had been a nineteen-year-old research intern at Grant Laboratories.  He had been part of a project to find a cure for asthma, something Alan had a personal stake in.
 
   His supervisor, Dr. Folds, allowed him to work as late as he wanted in the lab.  Alan kept a cot in there so he wouldn’t have to go home.  He could work until he was too exhausted to see and then crash on the cot.  He was nearing that point when the accident happened.
 
   They had been working on a stimulant for the respiration system, a sort of steroid that would allow the lungs to become strong enough to resist the asthma.  Alan hadn’t been stupid enough to try the stimulant on himself.  It was a simple mistake.  He had been about to put a sample in storage when it slipped from his fingers.  The vial shattered on the desk, the contents forming a noxious blue cloud.
 
   Alan thought he would die that night.  He hadn’t been able to breathe for what felt like several minutes.  His heart beat so fast he thought it would burst from his chest.  He lay on his knees, suffocating and seemingly having a heart attack at the same time.  He finally, mercifully, passed out.
 
   When he woke up, he stared at the floor of the lab, unable to believe he was still alive.  His breathing had returned to normal, as had his heart rate.  If he didn’t know better, he would have thought it all to be a dream.
 
   There was a knock on the door.  Alan got up to answer it.  That was when it happened.  He crossed the room in a microsecond.  It happened so fast he could only blink in surprise.  Had he really just gone ten feet in the blink of an eye?  
 
   Someone knocked on the door again.  Alan reached up for the knob, his hand working so fast he didn’t see it.  When he pulled the door open, he stumbled and hit the floor again.  
 
   As he lay there, he saw Sally Perkins, his future wife.  She was eighteen years old then, a stunning little blond girl who could have been captain of the cheerleading squad if she hadn’t been more interested in science.  She smiled down on him.  “Hi.  I didn’t realize you were still working in here.”
 
   “Oh, I’m always working,” Alan said.  He took the hand she offered, grateful to let her do the work of pulling him up as he couldn’t trust his own body at the moment.
 
   “Have a little accident?” she asked, gesturing to the broken glass.
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   “Are you all right?”  She put a hand to his forehead.  “You’re a little warm.”
 
   “I’m fine…just fine,” he said.  In midsentence the realization hit him that just yesterday if a girl like Sally had talked to him, he would have needed his inhaler after two seconds.  But now his breathing continued nice and steady, just like a normal person.  The compound worked!
 
   It did come with a side effect, though.  He could now move faster than anyone on Earth.  In a deserted parking lot he clocked himself.  He could go from zero to sixty miles an hour in a millionth the time of the most powerful sports car.  
 
   In that same parking lot he found out he would need some new footwear.  After his first test, his pair of sneakers had become a charred mess while his feet had second-degree burns.  The burns healed by the next morning.  Another side effect of the accident was that many of his body’s functions had sped up.  When he deliberately pricked a finger with a needle, he watched in amazement as the blood stopped in a second and the hole disappeared another second later.
 
   He spent days locked up in the lab to run tests on himself.  What he saw in the slides was unbelievable.  If he didn’t know better, he would think it impossible.  His biochemistry had become…superhuman.
 
   But the idea to become an actual superhero didn’t come until his first date with Sally.  They were walking home from the movies when someone yanked Sally’s purse off her shoulder.  “My purse!” she shouted.
 
   “I’ll get it,” Alan promised as the purse-snatcher ran down a side street.  Alan took off and soon found himself actually passing the snatcher.  He came to a stop just in time to punch the snatcher in the throat.  While the crook wheezed on the ground, Alan took back the purse.  Then, looking down at his charred shoes and bright red feet, he took the snatcher’s shoes.  “Serves you right,” he mumbled.
 
   Thus was Velocity Man born.  Though first Alan had needed to create the friction-resistant polymers so he wouldn’t need a new costume each time he sped up.  That had taken weeks of trial and error, during which time he hardly saw Sally.  He had nearly lost her then—
 
   She’d be lost for sure unless Allison got moving.  She thought again of those early days.  There hadn’t been any trick to it; she had just done it.  That’s what she has to do this time.  Don’t worry that her feet are smaller and clad in ridiculous shoes.  Her feet are still her feet; they’ll know what to do.  All she has to do is trust them.  It’s like a cartoon character walking over a cliff; you just have to not look down.
 
   “Here we go,” she mumbles.  And then she’s off.  Her feet hit the surface of the water, but they keep moving.  Loose hair whips into her eyes.  She brushes it aside to find herself in the middle of the ocean.  She plunges on.
 
   *** 
 
   It takes her five minutes to reach Focal City.  She chides herself for being so slow; it should have taken half that time to get here.  She chalks it up to her new body, these heels, and this damned hair getting in her face.  Would it have killed them to give her a piece of ribbon or something to tie it back with?
 
   She stops alongside a shipping container on the docks to survey the situation.  A crane a short distance away is frozen with another shipping container suspended a few feet beneath it.  The driver is motionless at his controls.  She sees more dockworkers standing rigid like statues.
 
   Inertia’s frozen the whole city, no doubt.  She’s done it before, a device of her own manufacture creating a quantum field that causes all time to stop.  Allison is only able to move through it by accelerating her molecules enough to resist the effects.  
 
   She hurries through a city that looks like a life-size diorama.  In the park she finds someone poised in midair as he goes to spike a volleyball.  It’s tempting to put the man down on the ground so he doesn’t hurt himself when things speed back up, but she doesn’t have time to do that for everyone.  She’ll have to hope for the best.
 
   While she searches for Inertia, she makes a stop in a department store.  In the hair care section she finds a pack of elastic bands and takes one out.  With this she’s able to pull back her hair into a ponytail.  She remembers doing this for Jenny once her hair got long enough to need it; she never thought she’d need to do it to herself.
 
   With that problem solved, she continues her search.  She has no idea what Inertia might have come here for:  money, priceless works of art, or maybe even to kidnap someone.  She’s tried all those plans before and been foiled each time.  After a while you’d think she would learn, but Inertia’s always been a slow learner.
 
   She gets her first clue when she sees a pair of F-22 fighters suspended in the air, probably a couple of Dalton’s “assets” sent to deal with the situation.  One has its bomb bay open, an air-to-ground missile poised to streak away from it.  To where?  She traces the path with her eyes.
 
   “Oh no,” she whispers a moment before a blue glass skyscraper explodes.  Allison charges forward to move any bystanders away from the blast zone.  That the explosion is going at normal speed means Inertia must be using a special kind of bomb.  
 
   As Allison pushes a woman with a stroller back to a safe area, she realizes she’s going to get a chance to find out what Inertia’s up to.  The woman is rounding a corner of a nearby building, her pink-and-purple suit making her stand out even more than being the only one besides Allison moving at normal speed.
 
   Inertia doesn’t have nearly the speed of Allison even in her new body with these stupid heels.  Allison catches up to her after half a block.  She throws Inertia into the revolving door of an office building.  As Inertia is trying to recover, Allison speeds over to grab her by a boot.
 
   She drags the villain out onto the sidewalk.  Inertia grins up at her.  “Well, what do we have here?  You Speedy’s new girlfriend?”
 
   “Something like that,” Allison says.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Just having a little fun.”
 
   “Fun?  There were hundreds of people in that building!”  Allison can’t tell Inertia those people were her friends and colleagues from T.U.R.B.O. Labs.  Instead, she kicks Inertia in the ribs with one spike-toed boot.  “What were you after?”
 
   When Inertia doesn’t answer, Allison kicks her again and again, thinking of all the good people who are now most likely gone.  Her vision blurs as tears bubble up in her eyes.  “Why?” she shrieks.
 
   Finally Inertia says, “They said he was dead!”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Your boyfriend.  They said he was dead.”
 
   “Why the labs?  What was there you wanted to destroy?”
 
   “I knew he worked with them.  I figured if I took it out, it’d draw him out.”  Inertia grins again.  “I guess I got something even better.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   Allison rains down a flurry of furious punches at superspeed.  Inertia’s nose snaps, blood dripping from it.  She’ll probably have a black eye tomorrow morning too.  Even that’s too good for her.  “You monster!  You did all this just to draw me out?”  When she sees Inertia’s eyes widen, Allison realizes her mistake.  “I mean—”
 
   “Holy shit!  You’re him?”  Her grin widens to expose a couple of broken teeth.  “You really got cute, didn’t you?”
 
   “Shut up!” Allison shouts again.  
 
   “Wait until I Tweet this—”  
 
   Allison hefts Inertia to her feet.  Allison realizes she’s an inch or two shorter than Inertia now even with the heels.  She’s still tall enough to look Inertia in the eye.  “You aren’t going to get a chance to Tweet anything.  I’ll make sure they put you in the deepest hole they can find.”
 
   She drags Inertia over to the nearest police officer.  Allison takes the man’s cuffs to snap around Inertia’s wrists.  Then she leaves Inertia in the back of the officer’s cruiser.  She doesn’t plan to keep her there; she needs to check something first.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison races up fifteen blocks, to her old building.  Like the rest of the city, everyone’s frozen in place.  Her neighbor, Mrs. Hernandez, has a spoonful of tomato soup poised in front of her lips.  The soup is still warm.
 
   Allison bursts into her apartment.  “Sally?” she calls out before she remembers Sally can’t hear her if she’s frozen and even if she did, she wouldn’t recognize the voice.
 
   She doesn’t find Sally in the living room, kitchen, or dining room.  There’s no sign of Jenny either.  Please, tell me they didn’t decide to visit the lab today, she thinks.
 
   She drops to her knees in the bathroom doorway.  A sigh of relief escapes her lips.  Sally is poised over the tub, one hand in Jenny’s hair as she rubs shampoo in.  From the chocolate staining her lips yet, Jenny must have made a mess of her lunch and Sally had decided to give her a bath.
 
   Allison gets slowly to her feet.  She grips the wall with one hand as her stomach continues to flutter even though the danger has passed.  Will Sally be able to remember anything about this later?  Will Jenny?  She doubts it.
 
   She squats down to put an arm around Sally.  “I love you.”  She kisses her wife’s damp lips.  They’re still warm but Allison feels like she’s kissing a corpse.  She turns to put a hand on her daughter’s wet hair.  “Daddy’s going to be home real soon, angel,” she whispers.
 
   Then she’s gone.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Starla needs to get a running start before she can launch herself into the air.  She has the same difficulty as Allison thanks to the spike heeled boots they gave her.  She doesn’t know why anyone would make footwear this impractical.  For that matter why did they make her skirt so short and cut out half the top part of her costume?  If Ma saw her like this, she’d faint dead away from the sight and not just because the son she’d raised had become a daughter. 
 
   If Stan had brought over a girl who looked like this to the farm, Pa would have tanned his hide—verbally at least since by the time he was fourteen it was impossible for Pa to hurt him physically.  It had happened when Stan brought over Lucy Chesnutt, the hottest girl in middle school.  Stan had been excited to land such a catch and thought his parents would agree.  Pa had taken him outside and said, “A girl like that is nothing but trouble.  She’s only good for one thing and once she’s used up from that she’ll be nothing more than a husk.”  Pa had held up an ear of corn to demonstrate.  He’d peeled it to leave Stan with the husk.
 
   That’s what his parents would think now if they saw Starla.  They’d call her a hussy, a tart, and possibly worse.  She wipes tears from her eyes and curses herself.  That’s not important right now.  There are lives at stake.  Even if she has to go stark naked, she has to save them.
 
   She concentrates on getting one foot in front of the other.  As she reaches the end of the pier, she launches into the air.  There’s a microsecond where she isn’t sure if she’ll make it or not and then she finds herself hundreds of feet over the base.  It’s located on a nondescript island in the Pacific.  Close to Indonesia, she would guess.  She memorizes the location for when she has to come back.  When she does, she plans to have a little chat with Major Dalton not just about the costume, but about the island’s existence in general.  Secret government facilities are not something she approves of.
 
   Starla gets into the jet stream to help carry her across the ocean and then across North America to Atomic City.  The sea and then the land beneath her look so calm.  From up here, and especially in space, it seems impossible for the world to be riddled with so much evil.  She always thinks that’s how God must see it.
 
   The skyscrapers for Atomic City come into view from almost a hundred miles away.  There are so many that are so tall it seems like they should sink the island beneath their combined weight.  The main island probably isn’t much bigger than that housing the secret facility in the Pacific, but it’s much more populated.  There are over ten million people there, most of them good, hard-working souls who only want to go about their lives without interruption.
 
   But an interruption is what they’re getting.  It comes in the form of a black teardrop-shaped craft.  There’s a swarm of smaller objects surrounding it while a beam of green light from the main craft tears into Fermi Square to lop off the head of a statue of the inventor.
 
   Starla’s infrared vision kicks in on its own, allowing her to see hundreds of thousands of tiny heat signatures descending upon the city from the main craft, which has only one occupant.  That has to be Rad Geiger, the disgruntled nuclear scientist who had sworn revenge on the city, especially Apex Man, for thwarting Geiger’s scheme to irradiate the entire population of Atomic City.  Geiger believed that through radioactivity, human evolution could advance to some “perfect” design.
 
   He continues to believe this despite that every scientific authority on the planet has told him radiation is deadly to humans.  As Starla gets closer, she notes the tiny heat signatures are much too hot to be anything natural.  She has to shake her head in order to get the IR vision to stop.  With her regular eyes she sees the smaller objects are bees.  Irradiated killer bees, she’s willing to bet given Geiger’s m.o.
 
   The question is what can she do about them?  There’s no way she can grab all those bees to cart them away.  The only viable solution is to use her flame breath to incinerate them.  She hates to kill any living creature, but these deadly bees are already an environmental disaster in the works.
 
   As she descends through the clouds, a tress of hair flaps into her face, momentarily blinding her.  By the time she swats it away, she’s already in the midst of a swarm of bees.  Most of them key in on her; it probably helps most of her costume is bright yellow like a bee.
 
   She leads the swarm over the harbor.  It’s easy enough for her to outrun them, so she has to go slow to make sure they can keep up.  Once she judges she’s out far enough, she unleashes the torrent of flame she’s been holding in for more than a week.  A shorter belch of smoke follows this.
 
   For a moment she hovers limp in the air, glad to finally be rid of that heat.  Then her super hearing picks up screams from Fermi Square.  She still has a job to do.
 
   *** 
 
   The bees have descended upon the tourists and businesspeople who usually inhabit the square in the middle of the day.  Starla wastes no time to drop into the square.  Again hair whips into her face, so that her graceful landing turns into a comical plunge that ends with her somersaulting across half the plaza until she smacks into the base of the Fermi statue.
 
   Someone touches her.  She hears the familiar voice of Billy Leyton, the freelance photographer who has often worked for Stan Shaw’s newspaper.  “Are you all right, miss?” he asks in his chipper voice.
 
   She sweeps hair away from her face and smiles.  “I’m fine.  But you won’t be if you don’t get out of here.”
 
   When she gets to her feet, he gapes at her in awe.  “Wow,” is all he can manage to get out.  Only after a moment of staring does he remember the camera around his neck.  “Can I get a picture?”
 
   “Maybe later.  I’m a little busy right now.”
 
   “Sure thing, miss.”
 
   She shoves Billy back as gently as she can as more of the bees head her way.  She hopes she can control her fire breath well enough in the confined space of the square so she doesn’t burn everything up.  With her eyes closed to focus, she lets loose another stream of flame.  This one is small enough to vaporize a cloud of bees while not turning the civilians in the square to puddles of goo.
 
   “Holy cow!” Billy shouts.  She hears him snap his camera time and again.  She should probably grab the camera, but there’s no time.  In this day and age everyone with a cell phone probably already has her picture so it won’t do much good.
 
   The bees seem to prefer her to normal people.  Allison or Rob could probably give her a scientific explanation, but she figures her alien body must look tastier to them.  As each group of bees comes at her, she leads them into the air to harmlessly vaporize them.  Before long there are only a few left.  
 
   The stragglers are more difficult as she has to hunt them down to swat them with her hands.  One of these tries to sting her left hand, but it can’t get through her skin.  That at least kills the thing on its own.
 
   Once she’s cleaned up the square, she heads up into the air.  Geiger’s ship has already begun to head east, out towards international waters.  She doesn’t plan to let him get that far.
 
   As she closes in on the ship, she shakes her IR vision on.  She can see Geiger’s rotund body at the front of the craft, probably in the cockpit.  Has he got any surprises in there for her?  A gamma radiation grenade perhaps?  He has used similar tricks in the past.
 
   She comes up with an easy solution to defeat any booby traps he might have on board.  She dives beneath the ship until she’s near the tops of the waves.  Then, after again batting hair from her face, she changes direction to head straight up.  She picks up enough speed that it’s easy enough for her to tear right through the bottom of the ship.
 
   Her estimates were right, as she tears beneath Geiger’s chair.  He screams as she yanks the seat out through the hole.  The ship begins to fall away from them while Starla tosses Geiger’s chair into the ocean.  She holds him at bay with one hand on the front collar of his shirt.
 
   “What were you up to this time, Geiger?” she asks.  “Were you going to use radioactive bees to irradiate the people?”
 
   Geiger’s mouth moves but no words come out.  His eyes bulge and his red face begins to drip with sweat.  When she glances down between his legs, she sees the explanation for this reaction.  It’s tempting to drop the pervert into the ocean, but she carries him back to land, where police are waiting for him.
 
   She hopes to drop Geiger and leave, but Kate King is already there, Billy at her side, snapping away.  “Excuse me, ma’am, Kate King of the Atomic City Star.  Would you mind if I ask a few questions?”
 
   “I really don’t have time,” Starla says.  “There are more people who need me.”
 
   She starts to fly away, but she feels heavier.  With a start she sees Kate clinging to her left boot; Kate never was one to let go of a story easily.  Since they’re already a hundred feet off the ground, Starla can’t just shake Kate away without hurting her.
 
   Instead, she drifts over to the rooftop of an old apartment building.  Kate refuses to let go until Starla lands.  “That wasn’t very smart,” Starla chides her.  “You could have been killed.”
 
   “I wasn’t about to miss this story.  A female superhero!  It’s unbelievable.”
 
   “Not that unbelievable,” Starla says tartly.  She could try to escape now, but there’s no guarantee Kate wouldn’t manage to grab her boot or cape before she did.  “I really don’t have time for an interview right now.  If you’ll excuse me—”
 
   “Hold on.  This is big news.  Not just because you’re a woman either.  No one has seen or heard from Apex Man in weeks and now here you are, with all the same powers and pretty much the same costume.  You’ve even got the same color hair!”
 
   “What are you saying?”
 
   “Well, did Apex Man decide to go off and get a sex change?  Were you always a woman trapped in a man’s body?”
 
   “That’s ridiculous.  I’m not Apex Man.  I’m…his cousin.”
 
   “His cousin?  I thought everyone on his home planet was killed?”
 
   With her wholesome farm upbringing, Starla’s never been much of a liar, but the mention of her home planet gives her an idea for a cover story that should make Major Dalton proud.  “I was lost in space from before my planet died.  I was in a cryochamber, drifting along.  I finally ended up in your solar system, where my cousin found me.  He took me to your planet and helped me adjust to my new abilities.  He even made me a costume like his own.”
 
   “So where is he?”
 
   “He left.  He went to look for more ships, in case there are any others like me.  He told me to fill in for him until he gets back.”
 
   Kate scribbles down notes furiously on a notepad; she insists on still using the low-tech method.  “That’s quite a story.  So what are we supposed to call you?  Apex Woman?”
 
   “That’s fine with me,” Starla says.
 
   “I suppose you won’t let me see beneath the mask either, right?”
 
   “My cousin said it’s best not to.  It could be dangerous for me.”
 
   “Right.  Well, look, maybe you have some questions about Earth?  It has to be confusing to you after living on another planet and drifting in space for so long.”
 
   Starla knows what Kate’s trying to do.  She wants to draw Starla in, to make her a confidante so she can get more exclusive dirt on Apex Woman.  It’s the same thing any dedicated journalist would do in order to get the best story.  “Perhaps another time,” Starla says.  “I really have to go.”
 
   “Sure.  Take my card.  If you have somewhere to put it under there.”
 
   Sarla’s cheeks warm as she takes Kate’s card.  Kate is right that there isn’t anywhere to put it except perhaps between her breasts.  She opts to tuck it inside her boot.  “Thank you.  We’ll talk again soon.”
 
   As Starla lifts off, she doesn’t know why she said the last part.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   The guards open the door and then shove Midnight inside.  She doesn’t run to her bed to flop on it like a pouting kid.  Instead, she drops to the floor to do some push-ups.  Or at least one push-up.  She’s barely managed to lift herself off the floor when Jasper says, “What are you doing?”
 
   “Exactly what it looks like.”  She groans as she struggles to push herself up as high as her arms can stretch.  She holds it there for a moment before she collapses onto the floor.
 
   “I think there might be exercises better suited to your new body.  Aerobics perhaps.  Or that Brazilian stuff that’s all the rage—”
 
   “Zumba?  Are you serious?”  She rolls over onto her side to glare at him.  “I’ve been trained by the foremost masters of the martial arts in the world.  I’m not doing fucking Zumba.”
 
   “Such language isn’t really appropriate for a girl your age, Mistress Robin.”
 
   “You’re loving this, aren’t you?  Your little birdie’s flown back into the nest.  It’s a freaking dream come true for you.”
 
   “Don’t be absurd.  I never wanted anything like this to happen to you.  Now, would you care to tell me what has really got the bee in your bonnet?”
 
   “It’s none of your business.”
 
   “Does it have something to do with those burly gentlemen who showed you in here?  Were you sticking your nose where it didn’t belong?”
 
   Midnights sighs and sits up.  She stares down at her tiny feet in their scuffed sneakers.  “Major Dalton grounded me, I guess you could say.  She’ll probably make me go to bed without supper now too.”
 
   “Why ever would she do such a thing?”
 
   “Because she thinks I’m useless.  Just like everyone else.”  Midnight screams with rage as tears start to come.  She throws herself back to the floor to attempt another push-up.  As her puny muscles attempt to lift her up, she explains to Jasper about the threats in Pacifica, Focal City, and Atomic City.  “She let all of them go, but I have to stay here.”
 
   “That seems like a wise idea.  A girl who can’t do one push-up isn’t going to be much use in a fight with those blokes.”
 
   “She offered to let me use one of the computer terminals.  Like she really needs me to tap a few keys like those drones in the command center.”
 
   “Perhaps she was trying to spare your feelings.”
 
   “I’m sure.”  With another groan Midnight pushes herself up.  This time she manages to drop to the floor in a more graceful fashion.  “I don’t need her to spare my feelings.  I need her to let me do my freaking job!”
 
   “Do you really think that’s a good idea?”
 
   “I didn’t put all those assholes in jail because I was bigger and stronger than them, or even because I had better toys.  I did it because I was smarter than them.  I knew how to use my skills to their best advantage.  Turning into a girl didn’t change that.”
 
   “That’s an interesting theory.”
 
   “It’s not a theory!  It’s a motherfucking fact!  You’ll see.  You’ll all see when I get out of here.”
 
   Midnight continues her slow push-ups until she’s too spent to go on.  Jasper rushes to her side.  She’s too weak to fight him off as he scoops her up.  For an old man, Jasper manages to carry her as if she weighs nothing.  He drops her on the bed and then proceeds to start tucking her in the way he did when she was a little boy.
 
   “I don’t need you to do this,” Midnight says.  “I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I’ve known that for a long time, Mistress Robin.”  He smiles at her.  “I do it anyway.”
 
   “Thanks,” she says.  She manages the strength to sit up and hug him.  He eases her back onto the bed and then turns out the light.  She hears the chair next to the bed creak before she falls asleep.
 
   *** 
 
   She wakes to a voice growling something, followed by Jasper whispering, “I’m sorry, but Mistress Robin is sleeping right now.”
 
   “I don’t give a good goddamned what she’s doing.  Get her out here in two minutes or I’ll have these gentlemen come in to take her.”
 
   Midnight sits up in bed.  She gropes around until she finds the switch for the reading lamp attached to the headboard.  “What’s going on?” she asks.
 
   “We’re having a briefing in the lounge in five minutes,” Dalton says.
 
   “I’ll be right there.”  Midnight throws back the blankets and realizes Jasper took off her shoes.  She finds them on the floor beneath the bed.  After she slips into them, she hurries to catch up with Dalton and her goons.  Jasper falls in behind her.
 
   “Are you sure you want to do this?  I could make you a cup of tea—”
 
   “Good, go make some tea.  Bring it into the lounge,” Midnight snaps.  She doesn’t like to be so rude to Jasper, who’s been like a father to her, but she can’t let him baby her.  Even if she’s a young girl on the outside, she’s still a grown man on the inside.
 
   She finds Allison and Starla in the lounge, but not Elise.  Did something happen to that prissy bitch?  Despite their differences, especially since their run-in with the Feminazi, Midnight hopes not.  Allison and Starla are still clad in their ridiculous outfits; Allison cries quietly into an olive drab handkerchief one of the grunts must have given to her.
 
   Dalton reaches into one pocket for a printout.  It’s the main screen of the Atomic City Star’s blog.  A headline proclaims:  Meet Apex Girl!  This is followed by the subheader:  Female Superhero Picks Up Where Cousin Left Off.  Dalton turns to Starla. “What the hell were you thinking?  You were supposed to take care of Geiger and get your ass back here quietly, not pose for pictures and do a goddamned interview!”
 
   “I’m sorry.  Kate is very tenacious,” Starla mumbles.  “She didn’t leave me much choice.”
 
   “You could have flown away.”
 
   “They’d still have pictures.  And then Kate King and everyone else would be making up her own story,” Midnight says.  “You should be glad Starla got out in front of it.”
 
   “I don’t need crisis control tips from you, young lady,” Dalton snaps.
 
   “Leave Robin alone.  She didn’t do anything,” Starla says.  Her eyes glow for a moment before she shakes her head.  “I’m sorry, Major.  I wasn’t thinking clearly at the time.  It’s been so long since I’ve seen Kate—”
 
   Starla begins to blubber too.  Midnight shakes her head with disgust.  “So what happened to Elise?”
 
   “We haven’t been able to raise her.  I have someone en route to contact her.”
 
   “So why did you bring us here?  I thought this was supposed to be a briefing.”
 
   “It is.  I’ve got new orders.  We’re going to be releasing you soon.”
 
   Starla and Allison look up from their blubbering.  “We can go home?” Allison asks.
 
   “That’s what the briefing is about.  I already gave you all new identities.  You will be expected to maintain those identities once you’re released.  This means no contact with your families or other people you cared about before.  We can’t risk anyone else finding out what happened to you four.”
 
   “Else?  What’s that supposed to mean?” Midnight asks.
 
   Allison’s cheeks turn red.  “I accidentally let it slip to Inertia when I captured her.  But she’s not going to be able to tell anyone, is she?”
 
   “Let’s hope not,” Dalton says.  “Now, Starla and Allison, you’ll be provided with new apartments and cover jobs.  Think of this like witness protection.  You’re getting a whole new lease on life.  Understand?”
 
   Starla and Allison nod.  Midnight asks, “What about me?”
 
   “You can go home with Jasper.  The Justice Department has already worked up the papers to name you Jasper’s ward.  He’ll have complete control of your assets until you turn eighteen.”
 
   “What’s he supposed to tell the board?”
 
   “We’ve already got it worked out in the packet I gave you.  Didn’t you bother to study it?”  When Midnight only shrugs, Dalton says, “Rob Holloway has decided to drop off the grid and go live with some monks in Nepal to find inner peace.  You are the illegitimate daughter he didn’t know about before he left.  Your mother is dead and you tracked down your birth father and now Jasper is looking after you.  Got it?”
 
   “That’ll never work,” Midnight says.
 
   “It should work fine as long as no one goes poking holes in it.  And why should they?  Everyone knows Rob Holloway is a womanizing flake, don’t they?  You gave us a lot of help already in selling this story.”
 
   “I guess,” Midnight mutters.  
 
   “On top of your new civilian identities, Allison and Starla, you’ll have your new superhero identities too.  Obviously Starla’s already established hers.  Provided Elise makes it back here without incident, we’ll have a press conference in two days to reveal the new, female Super Squad featuring Apex Girl, Velocity Gal, and the Mermaid.”
 
   “Velocity Gal?  I’m not some kid sidekick,” Allison grumbles.
 
   “Sorry, but Starla already established the pattern.”
 
   “I told Kate it was Apex Woman.  Larry probably made her change it.  He’s always been stuck in the past.”
 
   “Or maybe your girlfriend changed it,” Midnight teases.
 
   “That’s not funny,” Starla snaps.  
 
   Before an argument can start up, Dalton says, “The three of you are going to do a little goodwill tour across the globe.  We’re already setting it up with the UN.  We want to make sure you gals are highly visible to deter any more attacks like those Allison and Starla thwarted.”
 
   “Don’t you think someone will eventually put it together that they look almost exactly like female versions of the old Super Squad?” Midnight asks.  “Maybe you should let Cash dye their hair too.”
 
   “It’s too late for that.  We’ll have to hope people are too grateful their lives are being saved to worry about it.”  Dalton sighs and then tosses the blog printout away.  “This isn’t how I wanted it to go.  I would have preferred to keep you here until we could find a way to change you back.  Or at least have better covers worked out.  But it’s not up to me, so we’ll have to make do and hope for the best.”
 
   Allison raises her hand as though they’re in school.  “What are you going to tell my wife about why I’m gone so long?  She won’t believe I abandoned her and Jenny to live with some monks in Nepal.”
 
   “This may be hard for you and Starla to accept, but we’ll have to arrange for your male identities to die in ‘accidents.’  The attack on T.U.R.B.O. Labs was fortunate in one way.  We can say you died along with the others.  As for Starla, well, the CIA will arrange for Stan Shaw to be in the wrong place at the wrong time.”
 
   “The Pentagon, Justice Department, and CIA are all in on this?  How do you expect to keep anything secret?” Midnight asks.
 
   “They’re only working on a need-to-know basis.  The only ones who know everything are us and a select few higher-ups.  We’ve even kept the president in the dark about it.”
 
   “So much for the Commander-in-Chief,” Midnight grumbles.
 
   Dalton claps her hands.  “All right, ladies, I know this will be a rough transition for you.  Rougher than it has already been.  We’re going to have a counselor on hand should you need one.  And if you need any help with your wardrobes or decorating your apartments or whatnot, Ms. Cash is still on call.  Like I said, though, you should see this as a fresh start.  It’s a second chance for all of you.  Not many people get that.”
 
   “Lucky us,” Midnight mutters.
 
   “But I was happy before!” Allison shouts.  She has to wipe furiously at her eyes with the handkerchief.  “I don’t want a new life.  I want my old one back.”
 
   “Then you’ll have to find a way to change yourself back,” Dalton says.  “We’re going to put you up in a lab at Grant Laboratories with all the help you need.  That’s your cover job.”
 
   “What about me?” Starla asks.  “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “We’ve got a nice office job for you.  I’ll give you the details later.  Right now, I want you to go back to your rooms, change, and get some rest.  You’ve done good work today saving the world.  Be proud of yourselves.”
 
   Midnight crosses her arms, knowing this is meant for only Starla and Allison.  Midnight didn’t do anything except a few measly push-ups in her room before she took a nap.  She’s the first to bolt from the lounge, back to her room.  She finds Jasper there with two cups of tea.  He smiles at her.  “I’m afraid they wouldn’t let me in the room with you,” he says.  “How did it go?”
 
   Midnight glares at him.  “You knew they were naming you my legal guardian, didn’t you?”
 
   “That was one of the reasons they brought me here.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “I wasn’t quite sure how without upsetting you even more.”
 
   “Well, don’t get too comfortable with it.  A year and I’ll be back in charge of everything.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  I’ll try not to bring the Holloway empire down during my brief reign.”
 
   “Smart ass,” Midnight says.  She fetches the packet Dalton had given to her days ago and starts to read through it, to acquaint herself with her new life.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   Midnight watches the press conference while she jogs on the treadmill in the bunker’s gym.  What a farce, she thinks as she watches Apex Girl bend a machine gun like a pretzel.  She cocks one arm back and then hurls it towards Oakland.  Velocity Gal speeds away to catch the gun and race back to the conference like the world’s fastest golden retriever.
 
   Major Dalton and the Pentagon brass decided to locate the press conference in San Francisco so they could be close to water.  This allows the Mermaid to summon a pair of humpback whales into the harbor.  She waves to the crowd from atop one whale like it’s a parade float.  Instead of throwing candy, the Mermaid throws kisses to the throng of media simpletons.
 
   If Midnight had a gun, she would shoot the TV screen like Elvis famously did.  Instead she jogs faster on the treadmill, until sweat runs down her face and makes her baggy T-shirt stick to her body.  Without prompting, Jasper tosses her a towel.  “It certainly is entertaining,” he says.
 
   “So’s a goddamned circus,” Midnight growls.  She gestures to the screen as Apex Girl destroys a mannequin with a burst of fire.  “This is why I said we shouldn’t have gotten mixed-up with the military.  They’ve become a bunch of freaking USO girls.  All they need to do is bring in Bob Hope.”
 
   “Major Dalton thinks this demonstration will help deter some of the nasty people out there.”
 
   Midnight scoffs at this.  “Yeah, right.  All it will do is make the loonies come out in force.  Everyone’s going to want a piece of these girls.  Literally in some cases—and in both meanings of the phrase.”
 
   “It’s a bit early for such cynicism, isn’t it?”
 
   “We’ll see.”  She wads the towel up to throw it into the hamper fifty feet away; it gets less than half that.  She needs to build up some arm strength, but she had to acknowledge Jasper was right about the aerobics.  Before she can focus on strength training she needs to get her endurance back.  She eyes the timer:  fifteen minutes and she already feels ready to pass out.
 
   With a sigh she shuts down the treadmill.  She gratefully accepts a bottle of water from Jasper.  Half of it she pours over her head while the other half she chugs down.  She collapses in the chair at her computer terminal so she can watch the rest of the circus.
 
   “I guess I should be glad they didn’t ask me to be part of this freak show,” she says.
 
   “Are you glad?”
 
   “Don’t start talking like that counselor.”
 
   “You really should give her another chance.  She might be able to do some good.”
 
   “I’ll be fine once I get in shape.”
 
   “We’ll see.”
 
   She turns to him, her eyes narrowing.  “Isn’t there a mantel to dust or some silver to polish upstairs?”
 
   “Very well, Mistress Robin, I shall leave you to your brooding.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She hears Jasper’s footsteps on the stairs as he goes back up to the mansion.  She turns up the press conference.  Now that the demonstrations are over, Dalton begins to take questions for the new Super Squad.  The first ones are the inane type asking the girls where they came from and how they got their powers and all that.  From the flat way Allison and Starla say their lines, it’s obvious they’re just reading what the Pentagon wrote for them.  Elise is the only one who doesn’t look as if she’s auditioning for a hostage video on Al-Jazeera.
 
   “I guess you could say I’ve always had these powers,” Elise says with a dopey giggle.  “I just never realized it while I was in Pacifica.  I hadn’t even seen the surface world until I washed up on Midway Island during a typhoon.  Until that point I thought everyone had gills and could talk to sea creatures.”
 
   Another dopey giggle secures the hearts—and lower body parts—of the male reporters, and probably most of the female ones too.  Kate King still has enough objectivity to ask, “I thought only Pacifican royals could talk to sea creatures?”
 
   “Yes and I am of noble blood.  My father is Lord Neptune.”
 
   “You’re Neptune’s daughter?  I always heard he wasn’t much into women,” King says, a deliberate double entendre at the end.
 
   Elise’s fists clench and her cheeks redden with what Midnight thinks must be real outrage to be publicly outed.  “Maybe you shouldn’t believe everything you hear.”
 
   Midnight wonders who Elise will be taking to bed now:  boys or girls?  No one has the guts to ask a question like that.  One clown, probably a blogger, asks, “Are you girls married?”
 
   Elise makes another dopey giggle.  “Gosh, no,” she says.
 
   Allison’s face reddens, but she manages to hold back tears as Dalton answers, “No, none of them are married.  That’s the only personal question I’ll allow.  We don’t want these girls to compromise their secret identities.”
 
   A wag in the back asks, “How do we know these girls are really superheroes and not special effects whipped up by Hollywood?”
 
   “I think the people of Atomic City and Pacifica can already answer that question,” Dalton says.
 
   Midnight studies the reporter during this exchange.  The man wears a brown suit that looks like it just came off the rack.  Below his hat the hair is close-cropped in military fashion.  When she zooms in, she sees a West Point ring on his finger.
 
   It’s not a surprise to her when the reporter pulls a gun from his pocket.  “Let’s see how good you really are!” he shouts.  He empties the revolver at the podium.  Apex Girl steps in front of the podium to deflect the bullets away.  Meanwhile, Velocity Gal shoots forward to twist the gun from the man’s hand.  She takes him down with a superspeed punch to the gut.
 
   While the reporters nearby panic, Midnight laughs to herself.  Major Dalton didn’t miss a trick.  The bullets probably were real and from their reactions it’s unlikely Starla or Allison knew about the shooter beforehand.  Dalton had counted on them saving her from an assassin she had planted in the audience.  If the public didn’t believe in the new Super Squad by now, they surely would after that display.
 
   She turns off the screen and then trudges back to the treadmill for another round of jogging.
 
   *** 
 
   Jasper returns at six o’clock while Midnight is in the middle of a set of lunges.  “Dinner is ready, Mistress Robin.”
 
   “Where is it?” she asks.
 
   “It’s in the dining room.  I thought perhaps now that you’ll be staying home at night, we could eat like civilized people.”
 
   “Is casual dress acceptable or should I go get in my Sunday best?”
 
   “I would prefer if you at least took a shower first.”
 
   “Sure.”  Midnight’s legs are too weak to climb the stairs after hours of aerobics, so she takes the elevator to the second floor.  
 
   She takes a long shower, the warm water soothing her tired muscles—or what pass for muscles.  They don’t have any definition yet, but in a few months she should be toned and ready to do battle again.  That is if this pace doesn’t kill her first.
 
   Jasper has helpfully laid out a bright pink tracksuit and white T-shirt for her.  She hates the color but is too tired to dig around for something better.  By the time she returned from the government’s secret facility, she had an entirely new wardrobe in the master bedroom.  All of Rob Holloway’s Armani suits and the like are up in the attic to collect dust.
 
   The old man is already in the dining room, sitting to the left of the head of the table by the time she comes down in her tacky tracksuit.
 
   “I’m surprised you’re not taking that seat for yourself,” she says.
 
   “This is still your house, even if the government doesn’t think so.”
 
   She lifts the lid over her plate to find a heap of spaghetti drenched in sauce Jasper had learned to make while working for a family in Venice.  While lean proteins would probably do better to get her back in shape, some carbo loading might help to put some meat on her scrawny frame.  And Jasper’s spaghetti is damned good.
 
   While she digs into hers, he hardly touches his.  The special meal, insisting they eat it in the dining room, his nerves—he has got something on his mind.  She puts down her fork.  “Why did you bring me up here?”
 
   “I thought—”
 
   “Save it and get to the point.”
 
   Jasper clears his throat.  “When I was talking with those blokes from the Justice Department, one of them reminded me that in this state, all minors are required to attend school.”
 
   “I already have a high school diploma.  And six college degrees.”
 
   “Honorary degrees don’t really count,” he says.
 
   “Whatever.  The point is, I’m already educated.”
 
   “Yes, I know, but there are certain protocols—”
 
   “Fine, then we’ll say you’re homeschooling me.  Let them give me a damned GED test if they want.”
 
   “I suppose that would work.”
 
   Midnight sighs and shakes her head.  “You want me to go to school?”
 
   “In talking with that nice counselor, we thought perhaps it would help you adjust to your new situation.  You could make some friends—”
 
   “I don’t need any goddamned friends.  I need to get back in shape.  I can’t do that sitting in homeroom with a bunch of morons who couldn’t find Canada if they were standing in it.”
 
   “It would only be a few hours a day.  You might even enjoy it.”
 
   “Oh, sure, maybe I’ll start talking on the phone all night about whatever new boy band is popular and join the cheerleading squad and go to the prom with the captain of the football team.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s very likely.”  They eat in silence for a few minutes.  Finally Jasper plays his trump card.  “Of course I can persuade you to go.  I am your legal guardian.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that to me.”
 
   “Perhaps I would.  If I thought it was in your best interest not to mope around this house all day.”
 
   “I’m not moping.  I’m training.”
 
   “It’s much the same thing for you.”
 
   “You can drag me to school, but you can’t keep me there.  I’ll sneak off the second your back is turned.”
 
   “I imagine you could do that, but Major Dalton has informed me of a certain private academy in Alaska.  It’s located on an island near the Bering Strait.  The only way off is to swim.  That is if you want to risk freezing to death or being eaten by a shark or sea lion or whatever creatures inhabit the water.  I’m sure Miss Gold would know.”
 
   Midnight only has to look Jasper in the eye to know he’s not bluffing.  She curses herself as tears start to come.  She can only fall back on the familiar teenage whine, “This isn’t fair.”
 
   “It certainly isn’t.  I thought after dessert, I could show you a few brochures for Swearingen.  They’ve made quite a few changes since you were last there.”
 
   “I’m never going to forgive you for this,” Midnight says.
 
   “No, but you might thank me later.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 14
 
   Elise runs a hand over her dress to smooth out any wrinkles.  Before she pushes the door buzzer, she tosses her hair.  A giddy thrill runs through her as she hears Paul say, “Who is it?”
 
   “My name’s Elise Gold.  I’m a friend of Ellis’s.  I was wondering if I could come up for a minute?”
 
   “Just a second.”  She hears the buzzer and turns the knob.  The elevator is of course down again which necessitates climbing up five flights of stairs.  When she gets to the top, she takes the compact out of her purse and swears in Pacifican.  Her face is all red now and her hair is starting to frizz from the humidity up here.  There are more wrinkles to smooth down in the purple sheath dress she changed into after the press conference and a run in one of her black stockings.  There’s no time to change; she’ll have to make do.
 
   She knocks on Paul’s door.  He answers a few seconds later.  Before he can say anything, she throws herself at him.  It has felt like an eternity since she’s tasted his lips.  There’s no real difference to kissing Paul as a woman, except Elise has a tingle inside her instead of a throbbing erection.
 
   He takes her by the arms and pushes her back.  “Can I help you?” he says.
 
   She feels her face turn warm.  “Oh, silly me.  I should have realized you wouldn’t recognize me like this.”
 
   “Why should I recognize you?”
 
   “It’s me!  It’s Ellis.”
 
   “Get the hell out of my house, right now, little girl.”
 
   Elise stamps a foot.  “First off, I’m not a little girl.  Second, I am Ellis.  I can prove it to you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Well, if you want to come with me to the harbor, Manny is waiting to take us to our special place.”
 
   “What the hell are you talking about?”
 
   “I know, it’s going to take some getting used to.  Why don’t you open that 2007 Sassicaia you’ve been saving for a special occasion and we can talk?”  She runs a hand along his chest.  “I could make some of that yummy mushroom ragout you like?”
 
   Paul pushes her back again.  “I don’t know what your game is, but I don’t like it.  Get out of here right now before I call the police.”
 
   “Honey, please, I’m telling the truth.  It’s me.  Just give me a few minutes to explain.”
 
   Paul takes his phone from his pocket.  “You have one minute.  Then I’m going to dial 911.”
 
   “You remember when Alan came to pull me away for some big mission?  We went to Dr. Roboto’s island and I went swimming beneath it but there was a net I couldn’t see.  It electrocuted me and when I woke up, I was a girl.  It happened to all of us:  Stan, Alan, and even Rob!  Oh my God, you should so get a look at her.  She turned into this cute little waif but she’s really sour about it.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” he says.  He starts to tap the screen on the phone.  Elise grabs his hand before he can hit send.  He tries to shake her away, but even as a woman she’s too strong for him.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I don’t want to hurt my Pauly-Wally, but you’re not leaving me much choice.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I thought that was obvious.  I’m back!  We can pick up where we left off.  Only this time we don’t have to hide it from all those stuck-up fogeys in Pacifica.  We can get married.  I’d even let you knock me up.”
 
   She tries to kiss him, but he turns his face away.  “Are you insane?” he shouts.  “Even if you are Ellis—and that seems really unlikely—we couldn’t be together now.  Look at you!  You’re a girl!”
 
   “So?”
 
   “Do I really have to spell it out for you?  I don’t like girls.  I like men.  If you are Ellis then you’ll know that.”
 
   “So only my genitals matter to you?  Everything else we’ve shared doesn’t matter at all?”
 
   “Of course it matters, but—” he stops and then sighs.  “Look, this is all a lot to take in.  Why don’t I get a bottle of wine and we’ll talk about it like you suggested?”
 
   While this is what Elise thought she wanted when she came to the apartment, she shakes her head.  “No, you’re right.  It’s not going to work between us anymore.  We’re too different.  I’m sorry to bother you.”
 
   With tears in her eyes, she bolts from the apartment and down the stairs.  She hears Paul call her old name, but she doesn’t stop; it’s not her name anymore.
 
   *** 
 
   She walks down to the end of the block, where there’s a hotel bar that unlike the others in the neighborhood serves couples of opposite sexes.  Elise orders a white wine from the bartender and then parks at the end of the bar to sip at it.  The liquor doesn’t do much to ease her heartache.
 
   When this had first happened, Elise had adjusted quicker than the others not because she was gay and practically already a woman to people like Rob Holloway.  She had made the adjustment because she had secretly yearned for a way out of her life.  She loved Paul and still does, but she hated the sneaking around as much as he had.  The only difference was she had come to accept it—until fate threw a way out onto her lap.
 
   While Allison moped about her family and Robin moped about not being a tough guy anymore and Starla moped about whatever she had to mope about, Elise had seen the beauty in what happened to them.  There was the physical beauty of course—for her at least—but the metaphorical beauty was more important.  The Feminazi had inadvertently given Elise exactly what she wanted.  She no longer had to worry about being Lord Neptune, king of Pacifica and ruler of the seven seas.  She didn’t have to sneak off to a tiny rock in the ocean to be with the man she loved.
 
   Major Dalton had told her it was a second chance and it was.  For Elise it was a second chance to have something like a normal life, the kind of life she might have had if her biological father had never found her in New Zealand.  She might have to fight the occasional supervillain, but it would still be less stressful than her old life.
 
   She had taken the first steps in her new life after she freed Mother.  Everyone wanted to know who had defeated Killer Whale and saved the kingdom.  Except for Mother and Baron Triton, no one had seen Elise fight her brother.  They had worked quickly to conceal her identity.  Mother swore herself to secrecy.  As for Baron Triton, he was more than happy to forget a woman had saved the kingdom, especially when that woman could have easily taken his head for cooperating with Killer Whale.
 
   With that settled, Elise slipped into the clothes of a servant girl.  She kissed Mother on the cheek before they said their goodbyes.  Then Elise swam back through the escape tunnel.  
 
   She didn’t leave the city.  Instead she went to the main plaza, where the survivors of Killer Whale’s attack gathered to hear a royal proclamation.  It was easy enough for her to blend in with the other commoners in her servant’s dress.  She listened while the royal herald announced Lord Neptune had been grievously wounded in the attack.  While he recovered on a faraway island, a council of royal advisors would oversee the kingdom.  The council would be made of men loyal to Elise’s father.  While Mother would not directly rule, she would oversee the council in private.
 
   And thus was Elise’s reign in Pacifica all but ended.  She had gleefully swam away, gathering speed as she realized she was free.  She had been freed from the yoke of kingship; her life was hers again.  At some point, when she either changed back to a man or decided to settle down, she could return to reclaim her birthright.
 
   She had hoped Paul might want to claim that birthright with her, but he had pushed her away.  All because she had a vagina instead of a penis.  What did it really matter?  Love was more than sex, wasn’t it?  Isn’t that what all the songs and romance novels said?
 
   Maybe their relationship had never really been deeper than that.  Maybe it had all been sex to him.  Maybe he had never really loved her.
 
   She starts to cry as she thinks this.  “What’s the matter, darling?” a man asks with a western twang, like a movie cowboy.
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it,” she says.
 
   “No one died, did they?”
 
   She shakes her head.  She looks up to see a man with tanned skin and slicked back black hair.  His brown eyes are so warm and inviting that she can’t look away.  “My boyfriend dumped me,” she says.
 
   “That man must be a fool to let go of a pretty young lady like you.”
 
   Her face turns warm not just at the compliment, but the very idea this man is trying to pick her up.  She had seen men giving her the look even back at the military prison, but not up close like this.  After Paul’s rejection less than an hour ago, it feels good for someone to look at her like she is a desirable woman.
 
   They chat for a little while, during which he orders two more white wines for her and a whiskey sour for himself.  Not that he needs to get her drunk to go with him.  By the time she finishes the third glass of wine, he casually mentions he has a room upstairs.  She grins at him.  “Well, let’s go see it.”
 
   He takes her arm through his and then they head for the elevator.
 
   *** 
 
   Sex as a woman is a lot less effort, at least this first time.  All Elise has to do is get naked and lie on her back.  She’s no stranger to having a man’s penis inside her, though usually she’s down on all fours when it happens.  It’s nice to be able to look up at him and kiss him while he’s in the midst of the act.
 
   As he jackhammers away on her, she feels a mix of pain and pleasure.  She has heard it said how a woman’s first time can be painful; she supposes this is her first time.  She hadn’t really thought of herself as a virgin before for obvious reasons, but she supposes she is.  This thought prompts her to giggle.
 
   “What’s so funny?” he asks, probably concerned she’s laughing at him.
 
   “You’re deflowering a virgin, do you know that?”
 
   He pauses to stare at her.  “You’re kidding,” he says.  “Right?  No way a girl like you is a virgin.”
 
   “A girl like me?  What’s that supposed to mean?  You think I’m easy?”
 
   “No!  I mean a girl so beautiful—”
 
   “I know what you mean.  Get off me!”  She doesn’t want to shove him back while he’s still inside her.  At this point she wouldn’t mind if his dick snaps off, but it would be disgusting to have to fish it out of her.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I shouldn’t have said it like that.”
 
   “You’re damned right.  Now get off me.  You can go finish the job in the bathroom.”
 
   “Now listen, this is my room.  You can’t go ordering me around.”
 
   “You can get off of me or I can snap it off and we’ll have two women in the room.  Got it?”  He stares at her for a moment, trying to gauge if she means it.  Then he pulls his cock out of her.  She pulls the covers up over her breasts while he staggers off to the bathroom.
 
   While she gets dressed, she hears him mutter, “Goddamned bar floozy.”
 
   She charges into the bathroom, hitting him in the side with the door.  He stumbles into the shower, where he squats down to protect his privates.  “I am not a floozy!”
 
   “Well you sure fooled me, darling.”
 
   “You took advantage of me!”
 
   “You went along with it easy enough.”
 
   “Only because I was vulnerable.  And you drugged me.”
 
   “Drugged you?”
 
   “All those glasses of wine you bought me.  You wanted to get me drunk!”
 
   “You were gulping them down like a fish.”
 
   “A fish?  I’ll show you a fish!”  She steps into the shower and turns on the water.  He cries out as a jet of water hits him.  
 
   “What the hell are you doing?”
 
   “You want to screw a fish?  Fine!” she shrieks.  As the water runs over her neck, her gills open up.  The webbing on her fingers and toes unfurls.  His eyes widen with terror.  Before he can make any move to escape, she throws herself at him and kisses him.
 
   Before she understands what’s happening, she’s splayed on the floor of the shower, water running over her while he reenters her.  It seems odd since she was so angry with him only a minute ago.  Now she wants nothing more than for him to ravage her and then for the two of them to cuddle on the bed for a little while.
 
   Instead of lying back, this time she kisses his chest and claws at his back, often at the same time.  She can feel a surge building up within her as he continues to thrust.  She lets out first a small moan and then a longer one.  Then she screams as the surge finally dissipates in a frenzied burst of pleasure.  A few moments later she feels something warm shoot inside her—his seed.  He groans and then pulls out of her to lie next to her in the shower.
 
   “That was amazing,” he says.  He runs a hand along her gills.  “Are these real?”
 
   “Of course they are.”  She smiles at him.  “I’m a mermaid.”
 
   “From Pacifica?”
 
   “That’s right.  You ever made it with a Pacifican girl before?”
 
   “Hell no.”
 
   “You want to again?”
 
   “Hell yeah,” he says with a smile.
 
   “But let’s wait until after dinner.  I’m starved,” she says.  She runs a hand through his hair.  “Maybe later we can sneak into the pool and I can really show you some things.”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   Three minutes after the press conference, Allison is back in the lab.  She could have made it in a sixth of that time if not for the slowness of the security computers at Grant Laboratories.  Plus there had been the few seconds needed to change out of her uniform, into her civilian clothes.
 
   The lab they’ve given her isn’t much bigger than the closet in her new apartment.  She has a computer, a chair, and a Bunsen burner that doesn’t work.  Anything else she needs, she’ll have to find a lab not in use to borrow from.
 
   Her first day on the job, Dr. Lavie made it clear she was lucky to have any lab at all.  “The military refuses to say anything about this research of yours.  Care to shed any light on the subject, Dr. Sable?”  The way he said “Doctor” made it clear he didn’t think much of her credentials.
 
   “I’m afraid I can’t,” she said.  “It’s Top Secret.  I wouldn’t want to get you in trouble.”
 
   “I suppose that’s a good idea.”  He opened the door and said, “This is where you’ll be working.  Let me know if you need anything.”
 
   He left after that, the door slamming on his way out.  The cold reception doesn’t come as a surprise, not after the way the military strong-armed him into letting her take up some of his precious space.  She’s sure it chafes even more that she’s a woman. 
 
   Her lab coat hangs from the back of the door.  She puts it on and then takes a pair of wire-framed glasses out of a pocket.  The glasses have fake lenses; she picked them up from a drugstore to make her appear a little more grown up and professional.
 
   She logs into the computer and then sighs.  She has no idea what she’s doing here.  There wasn’t much recovered from the device the Feminazi used on them.  She has no idea what kind of energy it was that had caused this to happen.
 
   With no other leads, she had taken samples of her own blood.  She looks over them again, comparing them to samples taken from when she was still a man.  It’s the same type and from what she can tell there aren’t any anomalies that would account for the change.  Dr. Harken had already told her this much back at the base, but she wanted to confirm it.
 
   Now what?
 
   For lack of anything better, she goes through the files on Dr. Roboto and other pieces of technology he has used.  She should really ask Robin to help her with this; Robin has a lot more experience in searching through computer records.  She could run to Redoubt City in about twenty seconds.  The only problem will be getting into the mansion as Rob always kept the place rigged with all sorts of booby traps, some probably deadlier than Roboto’s.
 
   Will Robin even want to help her?  The way she was unceremoniously dumped from the team, she might not be anxious to do them any favors.  But if this favor could make her a man again, then she would have to see the reason in that, wouldn’t she?
 
   The alarm on Allison’s watch beeps.  It’s not a signal from Major Dalton.  This is the less ominous alarm for Jenny getting out of day care.  Allison had set it before any of this madness.  She doesn’t have the heart to change it.
 
   She turns off the alarm and then gets dressed in her costume.  Robin probably has everything the military has on Roboto already.  If anything, she has more than the military.  That will simplify things since she doesn’t have any pockets on this suit and anything she carries in her hand is likely to melt or get torn to shreds.
 
   As she starts out, she thinks of the alarm again.  The day care is just two seconds away at top speed.  She might be able to get there before Sally shows up.  Just one little peek at her daughter won’t hurt anything, will it?
 
   She stops and then changes direction.  It takes two-point-two seconds to get there.  It’s probably these heels; she’s still cautious with them.  When she comes to a stop, she’s in front of the day care.  She arrives in time to see Sally walk away with Jenny’s hand in hers.
 
   Stalking isn’t the kind of job for Velocity Gal.  For one it requires moving slowly and for the other it’s difficult in a silver-and-blue suit.  This is the kind of job better suited to Allison Sable.  
 
   Velocity Gal ducks behind the day care to change again.  It’s easy enough for her to get back on Sally and Jenny’s trail.  As she does, Allison asks herself what she’s doing.  Is she really stalking her own family?  She has never felt like such a creep in her life.  She ought to get back on her way to see Robin, or even go back to the lab.  If Major Dalton found out, she would be really upset.  So what?  It’s her wife and daughter; she has every right to see them if she wants.
 
   They don’t go straight home.  Sally takes Jenny to the neighborhood park instead.  As soon as they’re through the fence, Jenny tears away from her mother to the slide.  Watching her, Allison wonders if Jenny will someday have superspeed like her father.  It’s a question she has considered before, but she has never had the courage to do the necessary tests.
 
   Sally sits on a bench with a couple other moms.  She digs into her purse for a cell phone.  Who’s she calling?  Someone from her new job?  A friend?  Or maybe she already has a new boyfriend.  Maybe she has had one since before her husband “died.”
 
   Allison tries to calm herself down.  She finds a seat on another bench where she can inconspicuously watch Jenny play.  The good thing about her current appearance is any casual observer will think she’s another mom, not a crazy stalker.
 
   She watches Jenny zip down the slide.  She squeals with delight as she reaches the bottom.  As soon as she touches down, she heads back for the ladder.  There are three other kids in front of her.  Jenny climbs the ladder a bit at a time as each kid goes down.  When it’s her turn, she stops at the top.  “Mommy, look at me!” she shouts.
 
   Sally continues typing on her phone, seemingly oblivious.  Jenny waves furiously at her, so furiously that she stumbles.  Allison is on her feet before she knows it.  She needs less than half a second to reach the side of the slide.  She plants herself there with arms extended.  Jenny falls into her waiting arms.
 
   “It’s all right,” Allison says.  “I got you.”
 
   Jenny looks Allison in the eye for a moment.  Is there a sign of recognition?  Then she begins to scream her head off.  Allison’s body goes numb as she sets Jenny on the ground.  The little girl runs to Sally, screaming and sobbing.
 
   It would be easy enough for Allison to run away, but there are people looking at her now.  She hurries away at a brisk pace for a normal person.  Her face burns with embarrassment.  How could she be so stupid?  Of course Jenny wouldn’t recognize her.  To Jenny, Allison was another stranger.
 
   “Hey!” Sally shouts.  Allison walks faster.  “Hey you!”
 
   Allison can hear Jenny’s sobs a moment before she feels a hand touch her shoulder.  “Excuse me, ma’am,” Sally says.
 
   Allison finally turns around.  She looks down at the ground so Sally can’t get a good look at her face.  For added insurance she shakes her hair forward.  “Is something wrong?”
 
   “My daughter says you caught her.  Is that true?”
 
   “Yes.  She was falling.”
 
   “Well, thank you very much.  We were lucky you were in the right place at the right time.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Jenny, tell this nice lady thank you.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Jenny—”
 
   Jenny barely turns away from her mother’s shoulder.  “Tank you.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sweetheart,” Allison says.  “I should be going now.”
 
   “Oh, all right.  Thank you again.”  Sally holds out one hand for Allison to shake.  She wants to use that hand to pull Sally into an embrace, but she knows she can’t.  She has made herself too conspicuous already.
 
   So she shakes the hand and nods slightly before she hurries away.  Once she figures she’s a safe distance away, she returns to the day care to pick up her costume.  Then she sets out for Redoubt City.
 
   *** 
 
   As expected, Robin doesn’t exactly roll out the red carpet for her.  Allison has to wait at the gate until Jasper unlocks it for her.  The old man greets her at the door.  “This is unexpected,” he says.
 
   “I just came by to ask for some information for my research.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Mistress Robin is downstairs.”
 
   He shows her to the bunker beneath the mansion.  The bunker is as large as a floor of the mansion itself in order to contain all of Midnight Spectre’s vehicles and equipment.  There’s also a bedroom, a gym, and a fully-stocked kitchen.
 
   Robin is in the gym at the moment, walking on a treadmill at what seems like an extremely slow pace for Velocity Gal.  It’s weird to see the former Midnight Spectre dressed in a bright pink tracksuit.  She stops the treadmill and then grabs a towel to wipe down her face.  “What are you doing here?” she asks.
 
   “I needed to get some information for my research.  I figured there’s no one better to ask than you.”
 
   “I’m glad you still remember me,” Robin growls.  She throws the towel aside and then hops down from the treadmill.  Up close it’s obvious how young she is, just a kid.  Allison has to fight back tears as she thinks of Jenny.  “You all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Allison says.
 
   “Jasper could fetch you a cup of tea.”
 
   “No, thank you.”
 
   She follows Robin to the huge computer terminal with its movie theater-sized screen.  The chair seems to dwarf Robin as she sits down and begins to punch in commands.  “So what are you looking for?”
 
   “I wanted to see what you had on Dr. Roboto.  Major Dalton gave me some files, but they’re probably not as complete.”
 
   “You think there’s something in there about what happened to us?”
 
   “It’s worth a look.”
 
   “Yeah, I guess,” Robin mutters.  She brings up the same files Dalton had given to Allison.  “Nothing in here about any alien devices of the type that bitch used on us.”
 
   “Too bad.”
 
   “So you must have hit a dead end if you’re coming here for this.”
 
   Allison pulls over a stool to sit on.  She nods to Robin.  “I’ve looked through Dr. Harken’s notes.  I’ve run tests on myself.  There’s nothing in there to indicate what exactly happened to us.  It’s not like anything we’ve ever encountered before.”
 
   Robin nods.  She types in a few more commands.  “I’ve tried searching for this Feminazi too.  It’s a dead end.  It’s like she appeared out of thin air.  Whoever her and her goons were, they didn’t seem to belong to any known neo-Nazi organizations.”
 
   “Didn’t any of them survive?”
 
   “No.  Those my plane didn’t kill took themselves out with cyanide capsules.  The old standby.”
 
   Allison looks down glumly at the floor.  She runs a hand through her hair as she tries again to hold back tears.  She shouldn’t break down in front of Robin, who obviously got it worse than any of them.  “What about the weapon?  Anything on which alien race might have created it?”
 
   Robin runs her hand over the keyboard.  A few images of alien weapons come onto the screen.  “Going only from memory, it’s not easy.  These are the best guesses, but all of those civilizations died out centuries ago.”
 
   “Maybe there’s a survivor.  Like Starla.”
 
   “Even if there were at one point, they aren’t alive now.  Roboto wouldn’t have left a loose end like that when he took their technology.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   “I’ll do some more digging.  After school tomorrow.”
 
   “School?”
 
   “It’s Jasper and that counselor’s brilliant idea.  They want me to learn to socialize with other kids or some such shit.”
 
   Allison smiles at the girl.  “You were never too social the first time.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’ll let you know if I find anything out.”
 
   “Sure.”  Allison shakes Robin’s slighter hand.  “Thanks.  And thanks for letting me borrow that phone of yours on the island.  I really appreciated it.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”  Before Allison can go, Robin adds, “If you need anything else, let me know.”
 
   “I will,” Allison says.  She knows the offer is as much for Robin’s benefit as hers.  The girl wants to feel useful.  Allison can’t blame her for that.  It’s terrible to feel so useless, so impotent.  “Have fun at school tomorrow.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Robin waves goodbye and then turns back to her computer.  
 
   Allison takes the stairs up to the ground floor of the mansion.  Jasper is there waiting for her.  “Thank you for that,” he says.  “I think it buoyed her spirits.”
 
   “No problem.  Are you really sending her to school?”
 
   “The counselor thinks it’s for the best.”
 
   “What about you?”
 
   “I hope it will help her see she has more options than resuming her old life.”  The old man sighs.  “She’s been like my son—my daughter now, I suppose.  I would hate to see her throw her life away foolishly.”
 
   Allison nods as she thinks again of Jenny.  The last thing Allison wants is for Jenny to inherit her father’s ability.  The last thing she wants is for Jenny to risk her life day in and day out, to risk losing a family of her own, even if it means saving the world.
 
   “I know what you mean.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   There’s an old adage about crying in your beer, but Starla chooses to cry into her latte instead.  She sits in Expresso’s, the coffee shop where she used to go before she went to work as a reporter at the Star, and mourns being fired for the first time.  She isn’t sure how she’ll explain to Major Dalton that after all the hard work to get Starla a new identity, she lost her civilian job before lunch.
 
   She tries to tell herself it’s their own fault.  She has a degree in journalism, yet they gave her a job as a secretary at a place called TyCorp.  “There aren’t many jobs for print reporters anymore,” Dalton had told her when Starla protested.
 
   She could have done the job; it was just her new boss who made it a problem.  He happened to be the founder and CEO, the Ty of TyCorp.  She came dressed in a red top with a pleated front and a loose pair of blue slacks.  She also wore the plastic-framed glasses she had worn as Stan Shaw to conceal her superhero identity.
 
   The moment she showed up to his office, Ty Lecau clucked his tongue at her.  “Tomorrow wear a skirt and a blouse that fits better.  Get some heels too.”
 
   “Yes, sir,” she mumbled.  Other than her Apex Girl costume, Starla didn’t have any skirts; Ms. Cash had told Starla her legs were too muscular for skirts unless she wanted people to think she was a bodybuilder.
 
   Mr. Lecau motioned her to a chair.  He barely looked at her as he said, “You know how to take dictation, type, file, and all that?”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   “What about coffee?  The last girl’s coffee tasted like burnt motor oil a dog had shit in.”
 
   “I’ll do my best, sir.”
 
   “Can that sir crap, honey.  You can call me Ty.  Or Daddy.”  He looked up as he said the last sentence.  The way his eyes studied her was like he had infrared vision of his own.  She put a hand to her bosom, but it was already covered up.  “Yeah, you’ll do just fine.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   For two hours things went well enough.  She typed some letters and answered the phones.  The last call she answered was from a girl named Monica.  It was clear she wasn’t too happy with Ty from the way she said, “Don’t tell me he’s in a meeting.  I know that shithead is there.”
 
   “Let me put you on hold—”
 
   “Listen, you tramp, you get him on the phone this instant!”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Starla tapped gently on the door to Ty’s office.  He waved her inside while he continued to talk to someone.
 
   “You should have seen the tits on that one.  Like a couple of water balloons.  Hold on a sec, the new girl wants something.  What?  Oh, yeah, she’s pretty decent in a Xena Warrior Princess kind of way.”  Starla’s face warmed as she knew Ty was talking about her.  “Yeah, come by this afternoon and check it out.”
 
   He finally put down the phone so she could say, “There’s a Monica on the other line.  She says it’s urgent.”
 
   He leaned forward in his chair.  “Tell Monica she’s yesterday’s news.  If she shows that rat face of hers here again, the guards are going to drop her from the roof.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Lecau,” she said, unable to bring herself to call him by his first name.
 
   As expected, Monica was not pleased to hear this news.  “Then you tell him I’ll have my lawyers show up with the paternity results!”
 
   The phone slammed down in Starla’s ear.  She sighed with relief for the crisis being resolved, at least for the moment.  She had never imagined secretarial work could be so stressful.  At the Star it seemed the secretaries were always cheerful and polite.  But then despite all his faults, Larry Black had always been respectful to his employees.
 
   The breaking point came when Lecau opened the door to his office.  He stuck his head out and said, “Hey, sweetcheeks, get in here.  I got a letter for you to take.”
 
   Her infrared vision kicked on as rage coursed through her.  She shook her head to clear it away so she could find a notepad.  As she went into the office, she promised tonight she would see Major Dalton to discuss finding her a new civilian job that was less demeaning, garbage removal maybe.
 
   She sat down across from his desk and waited for him to start.  He got up from behind the desk and then began to dictate a letter to his lawyers about evicting some tenants from a building he owned.  She knew the city well enough to know the building was in a slum; Lecau seemed like just the type to be a slum lord.  
 
   As he went on with the letter, he bent down over the back of her chair.  He practically whispered into her ear, ‘“If those rat bastards won’t leave when the dozers get there then just run them down.  Bunch of fucking illegal immigrants can’t be worth more than a hundred grand.’  You got that, sweetcheeks?”
 
   “Yes, Mr. Lecau.”
 
   He ran a hand along her hair and then whispered, “I got a suite at the Grand.  How about we go over there, get a bottle of champagne, and then you let me bury my face in those melons of yours?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Come on, darling, it’ll be fun.”  His hand went down from her hair to her right thigh.  “Those are some strong legs you got there.  I bet you can stay on your knees for hours, can’t you?”
 
   Her IR vision cut in again.  She wanted to grab his hand and break it into tiny pieces.  This anger was unusual for her.  Enemies like Rad Geiger, Dr. Roboto, and even Clownface never made her want to hurt someone this badly.  “Stop it,” she growled.
 
   He pulled the hand back.  “Oh, I get it.  You must be one of them rug munchers.”  He buried his face in her hair to whisper, “Trust me, when we get done, I’ll have you begging for cock.”
 
   The laugh that accompanied this statement finally did it.  She elbowed him in the chest hard enough to send him crashing into the wall.  Before he could recover, she seized him by the throat and held him in the air.  Her eyes burned from the IR vision she couldn’t turn off.  “How dare you!” she shrieked at him.  “I’m not some…harlot from a strip club!”  
 
   “Harlot” was the strongest word she could force from her lips.  Ma and Pa had taught her to be respectful of all women, no matter how disgusting their sexual proclivities might seem.
 
   “You like the rough stuff, huh?” he asked.  She noticed that like Rad Geiger when she apprehended him, Lecau had a bulge between his legs.  She triggered a thin trickle of flame, just enough to warm the metal of his zipper.
 
   That was enough to wipe the smug grin from his face.  “You are the worst person I’ve ever met,” she said.  She threw him through the door of his office to land in front of her desk.  She raced forward to seize him by the collar of his shirt.  “You’re a cruel, heartless, lying…pervert!”
 
   The staff from the other offices on the floor emerged to watch as she threw Lecau across the office.  He smashed into a wall, where he lay as limp as a rag doll.  She stomped across the office, everyone having the sense to stay out of her way.  “Apologize!”
 
   “Fuck…you,” he said with a groan.  “You’re…fired.”
 
   Though this shouldn’t have been a surprise, Starla stood there, dumbfounded.  She had never been fired from a job before, ever since her first job delivering newspapers for The Rockford Tribune.  “What?”
 
   “You’re fired!”  Lecau managed to get unsteadily to his feet.  “Now get lost, you dumb cunt.”
 
   The expletive reignited her rage.  She took him by the front of the shirt and then stomped over to the nearest window.  She punched it open with one hand while with the other she shoved Lecau through the opening.  He dangled sixty stories in the air, his limbs flailing around and eyes bulging.  “What are you doing?” he screamed.
 
   “I want you to apologize and promise from now on you’re going to treat your female employees with respect.  Otherwise I’m going to drop you.”
 
   “You maniac!  You’ll end up in jail for this!”
 
   “Maybe, but I think I’ll have enough character witnesses to vouch for the way you treat women.  I’ll start with Monica.”
 
   He looked down at where the sidewalk awaited him and then back up at her.  “All right!  All right, goddamn it!  I’m sorry!  I promise from now on I’ll treat women with respect.  Are you happy now?”
 
   She let him dangle for a few seconds before she nodded.  She tossed him to the floor, safely inside the building.  She didn’t need supersenses to smell the odor of urine on him.  “Make sure you keep your word,” she said.  “Next time I won’t be so gentle.”
 
   On the way down the stairs she had felt good.  She imagined it was how Rob had felt all those years as Midnight Spectre, to put the fear of God in someone.  She had always been gentler with criminals, believing everyone had a kernel of goodness in their hearts—even people like Rad Geiger.  But if Ty Lecau had a kernel of goodness it was very, very small.
 
   It was only when she reached Expresso’s that the adrenaline died out and reality set in.  She has no job now and unlike Rob she’s not a billionaire heiress.  There’s probably a warrant out for her arrest, which means the identity Major Dalton and the CIA concocted will have to be scrapped.
 
   She’s made such a mess of things, all because she couldn’t get hold of her temper.  The fact Lecau deserved what he got and worse is of no comfort to her.  That’s Midnight Spectre’s way of thinking, not hers.  She has always tried to show the best of humanity even though she isn’t human.  She’s tried to be the apex not of physical power so much as moral fortitude.  Now she’s lost all that and for what?  To teach a womanizing jerk a lesson?
 
   “Oh, shit,” she hears from the table across from her.  She sees the back of another woman and a coffee cup turned on its side as its contents run onto the floor.  Starla leans over with a handful of paper napkins; it’s a small gesture of atonement for what she’s done.
 
   The woman turns and smiles.  The napkins drop from Starla’s hand as she recognizes Kate King.
 
   *** 
 
   Once the coffee spill is contained, Kate turns to Starla.  “Damn it, this was my favorite top,” she says as she dabs at a brown spot by the hem.  It’s a plain white top Starla saw often enough when she worked with Kate.  She never knew it had any special significance.
 
   “You’re welcome,” Starla mumbles.  She starts to get up, but Kate grabs her sleeve.
 
   “Hold on.  You’re the girl that roughed up Ty Lecau, aren’t you?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Sure you do.  I got it right here.”  Kate holds up her phone.  To her horror, Starla watches herself as she holds Lecau by the throat.  “That is pretty damned impressive.  You must really work out.”
 
   “I grew up on a farm,” Starla says before she can think better of it.
 
   “Really?  I knew a guy who lived on a farm.  You look like you could be his sister.”
 
   Starla blushes at this.  She really should get out of here before Kate can put everything together.  Yet she doesn’t have the heart to shake Kate’s hand away.  “Thank you.  I really have to go.”
 
   “Don’t worry about Lecau.  Everyone knows what a shit he is.”  Kate gestures to the seat opposite her.  Starla makes sure there isn’t coffee on it before she sits down.  She looks down at her hands folded in her lap, unsure why she’s still here.  Kate goes on, “I had to interview that creep once.  Five minutes in he calls in his secretary and suggests the three of us go to the Grand to hook up.  I’m surprised it took this long for him to get what he had coming.”
 
   “The police might see it differently,” Starla says.
 
   “You really think Lecau wants this to go to a trial?  He has got a lot of skeletons in that closet of his that might come out.”
 
   Starla recalls she had pretty much told Lecau that when she dangled him out the window.  In a way it’s good to know her instincts weren’t wrong.  “I still shouldn’t have done it.  He was my boss—”
 
   “Don’t give me that.  Just because you’re a woman doesn’t mean every man can treat you like a piece of meat.  You think I haven’t had to knee a few guys in the crotch in my day?”
 
   “You have?”
 
   “Sometimes more than once.  It’s the only language most men understand.”
 
   “Not all men, though.”
 
   “Well, no.  There are a few nice ones.”  Kate’s eyes have a faraway look for a moment that Starla imagines is because she’s thinking of Stan Shaw, the earnest farmboy who worked beside her for a decade.
 
   Tears come to Starla’s eyes.  Kate presses one of the leftover napkins to her eyes.  “Come on, don’t cry.  It’ll all be fine.”
 
   “No it won’t!” Starla shouts loud enough that every head in Expresso’s turns to her.  In a lower voice she says, “I don’t have a job now.  Who’s going to hire me after they see that?”
 
   “I would.”
 
   “Thank you, Miss King, but I don’t think you can help me.”
 
   “You know me?”
 
   “From the newspaper.  I used to be a reporter myself, but there aren’t many jobs in that now.  That’s why I had to take that job with Mr. Lecau,” Starla says, her mind generating the lie as she speaks.  
 
   “Actually, there is a job at the paper.”
 
   “Really?” Starla asks, wondering if they’ve filled Stan Shaw’s position yet.
 
   “It’s not for a reporter, I’m afraid.  We need a copy editor.  It’s a step down, but—”
 
   “No, I don’t care.  Anything to pay the bills,” Starla says with a laugh.  “I mean, anything legal of course.”
 
   “Right.  Why don’t you stop by tomorrow and I’ll introduce you to my boss?”
 
   “That would be wonderful,” Starla says without hesitation.  A chance to work with Kate again; how could she possibly turn that down?  Even if it’s as a copy editor, she doesn’t care.  If nothing else, it will be better than working for Ty Lecau.
 
   Kate reaches into her purse and then hands Starla a business card.  “When you get to the lobby tomorrow, give me a call.  I’ll make sure they clear you to go upstairs.”  After Starla nods, Kate shakes her hand.  “It was good meeting you—”
 
   “Starla.  Starla Marsh.”
 
   “That’s an interesting name.  Kind of exotic for a farmgirl, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s an old family name.”
 
   “I’m just teasing.  You better get used to it if you’re going to work at the Star, Starla.”
 
   Starla laughs at the connection between her name and the name of the newspaper.  “Thank you so much for this, Ms. King—”
 
   “Kate.”
 
   “Kate.  Thank you so much.  I won’t let you down.”
 
   Kate nods to her.  “I’ll see you tomorrow.  Right now I have to haul ass over to the dry cleaner.  They might still be able to save the old girl.”
 
   Kate winks before she leaves.  After the door closes, Starla leans back in her chair to sigh.  She knows Major Dalton isn’t going to be happy about these new developments, but too bad.  Let them try to stop her.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   The old alma mater really hasn’t changed, Midnight thinks as she enters the cafeteria.  There are girl cliques now, but it’s all the same general categories immortalized in all those John Hughes movies in the ‘80s and countless other movies and TV shows.  There are the jocks, the preppies, the nerds, and the bad apples.  She could probably hang out with the latter group, the girls who have their hair dyed black like hers and probably smoke in the bathroom or under the bleachers.
 
   She eschews all the groups to sit at a table by herself.  Jasper packed a lunch for her, the first time he’d done so in almost twenty years.  She shakes her head at going from martini and caviar lunches at Redoubt City’s best restaurants to squished peanut butter and jelly and a bruised apple.
 
   While she attempts to stomach the food, she takes out her tablet to connect to the computer in the bunker.  The tablet uses an encryption program of her own design, one only the foremost computer hacker in the world can crack.  Since she’s that foremost hacker, she doesn’t worry anyone will intercept her classified data.
 
   She studies her files on Dr. Roboto again.  Allison had a good idea about searching for some clue to the weapon in those old files.  At the very least it gives Midnight something to do other than focus on the unrelenting horror of being back in high school.
 
   Of course there are a lot of people who would kill for the same chance.  For those jocks and beauty queens in the corner of the cafeteria this is the height of their existence.  There will still be some glory in college, but it’s a bigger pool in Ivy League schools; they won’t have the same kind of prominence they have at Swearingen.  Twenty years from now, they’ll be begging for a ray like Dr. Roboto’s to make them young again.
 
   For the nerds, this is their stay in Purgatory or Hell depending on their level of fatalism.  The first time Midnight was seventeen she had been a pimple-faced nerd, the kind jocks had liked to stuff into a locker.  The third time this happened, Midnight had decided not to be a victim anymore.  Having already lost his parents, he wasn’t going to let anyone else terrorize him again.  He had begun a workout regimen, which in time led him to study from some of the best.
 
   She hears snickers from the table next to her.  Some of the bad girls glance her way and snicker again.  They won’t admit it, but they’re pissed she has shunned them.  As if because she has neon red streaks in her hair and black lipstick she should instantly want to buddy up to them.  They don’t realize if she did that, she’d be conforming instead of rebelling.  A true rebel doesn’t join any social circles.
 
   “Hey kid,” one says.  Midnight looks over at them.  “Nice PB&J.  Did your mommy make it for you?”
 
   “I don’t know, why don’t you ask her the next time you’re over there borrowing her perfume?”  It’s a weak verbal jab, but Midnight hasn’t done this schoolyard trash talking for a while and never as a woman.
 
   The other girl gets up from her chair.  She has probably got six inches in height on Midnight and twenty pounds, but she won’t know how to fight.  She’s a poser; it’s obvious from the designer bag she keeps all her shit in.  A year ago she was probably sitting with the girls with straight light brown hair and glasses.  Then her parents or a boy broke her heart, she got listening to emo, and transformed herself.  At best she’ll pull Midnight’s hair and give her a few scratches.
 
   Before the fireworks can get underway, another fight draws the attention of the kids in the cafeteria.  The bad girl glares at Midnight.  “Later, pipsqueak,” she says and then leads her cronies out to watch the show.
 
   Midnight follows them after she has finished her sandwich, apple, and milk.  When she gets into the hall it’s hard to see with all the bodies in front of her.  Even standing on her toes she can’t see anything until she ducks between a couple of girls.
 
   The scene is straight out of her memories of high school.  A scrawny, pimple-faced boy lies on the floor while a jock with a crewcut pounds on him.  When the nerd looks up, there’s blood staining his nose and his glasses are askew.  She sees tears in his eyes before the jock punches him in the face, sending him sprawling again.
 
   Midnight’s fists clench.  She remembers what it’s like to be the one on the floor, the one being victimized.  She remembers the pain and the helpless feeling that comes from not being able to save yourself and knowing no one else will save you.  That was why she’d become Midnight Spectre in the first place, to save those who faced the suffering she’d endured.
 
   The only problem is deciding what to do about it.  The jock has eighteen inches on her and probably a hundred pounds of muscle.  She figures him for a tight end on the football team or maybe a linebacker.  By contrast she’s a skinny munchkin.  But that’s never stopped her before.  As she told Jasper, she didn’t beat the bad guys because she was stronger or had better toys; she beat them because she outthought them.
 
   She charges forward to grab the jock’s arm before he can punch again.  “Leave him alone!  He’s had enough already.”
 
   As expected the jock swats her aside like she’s a mosquito.  “Get lost, shrimp,” he growls.
 
   “There’s no need to keep this up.  You’ve won,” she says.
 
   He cocks his arm to punch the nerd again.  Midnight jumps in the way to take the punch—or appear to take the punch.  Among the masters she studied under was a Hollywood stuntman; he’d taught her how to take a punch.  The secret was to roll with the momentum and let your body go limp while at the same time exaggerating the impact.  
 
   She drops to the ground like she has been shot.  She lies there wailing in pain.  The nerd touches her shoulder.  She looks up at him and winks.  Then she rolls over just as the jock is about to grab her so he can continue the fight.
 
   Given her size and weight disadvantage the only option is to fight dirty.  She punches him as hard as she can between the legs.  He drops to his knees, his eyes practically rolling back in his head.  Midnight kicks him in the stomach for emphasis.
 
   Then she grabs the nerd’s hand and runs.
 
   *** 
 
   They seek refuge in the ladies room on the third floor.  Midnight presses a wet paper towel to the nerd’s face to get some of the blood off.  When she pulls it back, she studies his nose.  “Doesn’t look broken,” she says.  She’d broken her nose five times as Midnight Spectre; Jasper had started to joke she should get a nose job.
 
   “I’ll be all right,” he says.  “Thanks.”
 
   “Don’t mention it.”
 
   He smiles at her, revealing braces but no chipped or broken teeth.  “That was so awesome.  You were like Huntress or Batgirl.”
 
   “What about Midnight Spectre?”
 
   He snorts but then winces with pain.  “You wish.  Midnight Spectre would have done something way cooler.  He would have ducked under Barf’s punch, worked the body with a few punches, and then thrown Barf over his shoulder.”  The nerd pantomimes these moves for Midnight.  She has to admit she probably would have done something along those lines when she was a man; she’d done it often enough to guys built like the bully.
 
   “Barf?” she asks.
 
   “His real name’s Bart.  People call him Barf.”
 
   “Not to his face, I bet.”
 
   The nerd’s cheeks warm.  “Not usually.”
 
   “So he overheard you say it and decided to beat the snot out of you?”
 
   “Pretty much.”
 
   She smiles; it’s good to see the kid isn’t afraid to admit his weakness.  Most guys would have bragged they could have handled it if given more time.  “So what’s your name?”
 
   “Melvin Amis.”
 
   “Seriously?”
 
   “Yes.”  He straightens to try to summon some dignity.  “After my grandfather.  He was an oil baron out in California.”
 
   “I bet he didn’t go by Melvin.  They’d shoot you in the Old West for that.”
 
   “Oh yeah?  What’s your name?  I don’t remember seeing you around here before.”
 
   “It’s my first day.  My name’s Robin.”  When his eyes widen, she says, “Yes, it’s spelled just like the Boy Wonder.”
 
   “There was a girl Robin too.  Stephanie—”
 
   “Let’s just drop it.”  Midnight goes to the door and peers out.  “The coast is clear.  You should probably skedaddle.  My advice for the future is to keep your mouth shut and start working out.  Start with some cardio to build endurance and then move on to light weights.”
 
   “Funny, you don’t look like a jock.”
 
   “I’m not.  My…cousin is.  He plays football for USC but he looked a lot like you when he was in high school.”
 
   Melvin scoffs.  “Did he take some supersoldier drug like Captain America?”
 
   “Steroids are for amateurs and they do more harm than good.  You ever want to be a real superhero like Midnight Spectre, stay off the junk and work at it.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he says and tosses her a jaunty salute.  She waits for him to leave, but he doesn’t.  He shifts from one foot to the other.  “Thanks for your help.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Maybe after school I could walk you home?”
 
   “I have a ride.”
 
   “Oh.”  He grimaces like he got punched in the face again.  It’s probably the first time he tried to make a move on a girl and she shot him down.  Now he’ll probably end up as light in the loafers as Ellis Pate.
 
   “How about you come with me?  I’ve got a killer gym.  I can help get you started.”
 
   “That would be awesome!”  To her surprise, he kisses her on the cheek.  His face turns red at the same moment hers turns volcanic warm.  He bolts from the bathroom.
 
   Midnight shakes her head.  She doesn’t know why she invited him over.  It will at least give Jasper quite a shock to see she has made a friend already.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Allison sits in a bar in Paris still dressed in her costume.  The only other customer is an old man asleep at the bar.  He has probably been here all night since the bars in Paris just opened while those back in Focal City were announcing last call.  The bartender has left a bottle of red wine next to the old man but made no attempt to wake him.
 
   Back in high school Allison took three years of French.  She puts it to use now to order a bottle of absinthe, some of the strongest liquor on the planet.  The bartender stares at her for a moment.  In English, he says, “Are you sure, mademoiselle?  It is very strong.”
 
   “That’s what I’m counting on.”
 
   Her body is not impervious to drink.  It just takes an awful lot of it to have much effect on her system.  The bartender actually gasps when she downs a shot of absinthe in one go.  He takes a step back as if he expects her to explode.  The absinthe tastes like what she imagines battery acid must taste like.  Still, she lets out a satisfied belch.  “Not bad.”
 
   By the time she has drained a quarter of the bottle, she feels lightheaded.  No other customers have shown up yet.  The old man finally stirs.  He immediately reaches for the bottle at his elbow.  He pulls the cork out with his teeth before he starts to drain it from the bottle.  His half-open eyes take her in.  In French he says, “You are the Speed Girl?”
 
   “Velocity Gal,” she corrects in English since she doesn’t know how to say ‘velocity’ in French. 
 
   He repeats it with his thick French accent.  “Why are you here?”
 
   She shrugs.  “Why are you?”
 
   “I am getting drunk.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   He lifts the bottle to her.  She clinks her shot glass to it and then takes another belt.  The bartender stares at her with amazement.  “You don’t have to worry,” she says.  “My metabolism doesn’t work the same way yours does.  It breaks down the alcohol much faster.  I won’t even get a hangover.”
 
   “Perhaps you should not be drinking then,” he suggests.
 
   “I can’t remember the last time I got good and drunk.  Now seemed like the right time for it.”
 
   “Man trouble?” the old man asks in French.
 
   “Oui,” she says and then giggles.  In English she says, “The trouble is I used to be a man.”
 
   “You had the sex change?” the bartender asks.
 
   “Not by choice.”  She sighs.  Major Dalton will probably have kittens if she finds out Allison is spilling secrets in a bar.  But who are these people going to tell?  The old man probably can’t understand her and she doubts the bartender is the sort who will run to the press.  “It was done to me and now I can’t change it back.”
 
   “They have surgery for that, do they not?”
 
   She shakes her head.  “It probably wouldn’t work on me.  All those hormones they inject into you would break down before they could do much.  I’d end up a woman with a fake penis.”
 
   The bartender only nods.  He shifts uncomfortably and then starts to wipe down the bar.  She can’t blame him.  This isn’t a topic really suited for polite conversation with strangers.  Allison gulps down another shot.  Then she pats her skintight suit.  “I’m sorry, I don’t have any money on me.  I left it back in my purse.  Give me five minutes to get it?”
 
   “It is no problem.  I think I can trust Velocity Gal.”
 
   She giggles again.  “Thanks.  I’ll be right back.  Don’t let anyone take my seat.”
 
   She bolts from the bar.  Her first steps are a little wobbly, but by the time she’s out of Paris she’s fine.  Running like this will only accelerate the process of breaking down the alcohol in her system.  When she reaches Focal City, she’s clearheaded again.  She grabs her purse from inside the lab.  She can’t take it with her, so she just stuffs a few bills into her boot, where they should be safe.
 
   The bartender hasn’t made much progress on the counter when she gets back.  The old man has fallen back to sleep.  The way he sucks at the end of the bottle reminds Allison of when Jenny was a baby.  Tears sting her eyes at the memory.  
 
   She takes the money from her boot and slaps it down on the counter.  “Just keep them coming,” she says.
 
   *** 
 
   It’s eight o’clock in Paris when she wakes up.  She had fallen asleep like the old man three hours earlier.  There’s a puddle of drool on the counter.  A napkin sticks to her cheek when she lifts her head.
 
   There are more people in the bar now, blue-collar workers for the most part it appears.  They talk loudly to themselves in French, a few glancing over at her.  She’s sure they make lewd remarks at her expense.  At least no one tried to violate her while she slept.
 
   The bartender leans down in front of her.  “You are awake now,” he says.  “Hangover?”
 
   “Nope.  I feel right as rain.”
 
   He shakes his head.  “That much absinthe would kill a normal woman—or a man.”
 
   “I told you I’m not normal.”
 
   The room goes silent.  On the television screen in the corner is the image of a building with masked figures on top of it.  They fly Palestinian flags and signs written in Arabic.  From what she can decipher of the headline on the screen, terrorists have overtaken a government building.  “They have hostages?” she asks the bartender.
 
   “Yes.  Two dozen if they are to be believed.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   The bartender gives her the address.  She nods to him.  “Thanks.  I’m on my way.”
 
   “Good luck, mademoiselle.”
 
   She nods to him again and then she’s off.
 
   *** 
 
   It takes her an entire minute to get to the government building.  She got lost three times on the way over.  She finally located the place by the number of flashing lights out front.  She comes to a stop in front of a crowd of officers.  A couple of the jumpier ones pull their weapons on her.  She puts up her hands.  “I’m on your side,” she says in French.
 
   A man in a suit and tie, who has to be a lieutenant or captain or even the commissioner, says in English, “We do not need any help.”
 
   “Those people inside might feel differently.”
 
   “Everything is under control.  We will soon have them.”  He says something to his officers in French that makes them laugh uproariously.  She isn’t sure exactly what it is, but she gathers he’s suggesting the best way she can help is to open her legs for them.
 
   She gives him a superspeed slap that doubles him over.  “You pigs!” she shouts in French.  In English she says, “There are lives at stake here.  It’s not the time or place for this bullshit.”
 
   “Get this girl out of here!” the man in charge says.  
 
   Allison grabs him by the front of the shirt.  She holds him up like she’s taking him hostage.  “Listen, asshole, all you need to do is tell me how to get inside.  I’ll handle the rest.  Otherwise I’m going to use you as a human shield.  Got it?”
 
   “Oui, mademoiselle.”  He motions for the other cops to back off.  Then he tells her where to find the loading dock at the rear of the building.
 
   “I’ll be back in a couple minutes,” she says.  
 
   She hopes the police don’t try to shoot her now that she has let their commander go.  It would be a waste of ammunition and do nothing except to alert the bad guys to her presence.  In a hostage situation, stealth and speed are essential to making sure no one gets hurt.
 
   The loading dock is locked.  Allison holds out one hand and vibrates her molecules enough to use it like a jackhammer.  The lock finally shatters.  She catches it before it can fall.  
 
   She races through the building to get its layout and survey the situation.  There are a half-dozen gunmen in the building and the two-dozen hostages as the bartender had said.  Only two of the gunmen are actually watching the hostages while three more watch the front entrances.  The sixth is on the phone upstairs, giving demands to the police.
 
   It’s a simple enough matter for her then.  She takes out the two with the hostages first.  She zips by to tear their guns away and then makes a second pass to punch them out.  She races up the stairs to do the same to the three watching the entrances.
 
   She goes upstairs to snatch the phone away from the last terrorist.  Before he can raise his pistol, she has it in her hand.  She points it at him while she tells the police, “The situation is resolved.  The hostages will be out soon.”
 
   Before the officer can reply, she hangs up the phone.  At this point she wishes she could bend the gun into a pretzel like Starla; all she can do is shake its molecules apart so that it scatters on the floor.  She grabs the man by the front of the shirt.  “What did you really think this would accomplish?”
 
   “You fascist American whore—”
 
   She superspeed punches him in the stomach.  She works his midsection until he coughs up blood.  Some of the alcohol must still be in her system as the man’s face changes in her mind to that of the Feminazi.  “You took everything from me!” she shrieks.  “You son of a bitch!  You took my family away!”
 
   She throws him across the room.  She’s already there to wait for him when he lands.  Then she starts to kick him in the side.  She does this until she hears a gun cock.  The chauvinist cop from outside says, “Enough.  He’s finished.”
 
   Only then does Allison remember she was fighting an Arab terrorist, not the Feminazi.  “I’m sorry,” she says, tears in her eyes.  “I thought you were someone else.”
 
   *** 
 
   The fire escape goes up to Jenny’s room.  Allison sits on the fire escape with another bottle of absinthe.  Through a crack in the curtains, she can see Jenny on her side, an arm pressing her favorite teddy bear to her chest while she sucks on her thumb.
 
   It’s not fair.  She shouldn’t have to be a stranger to her own daughter.  She hadn’t done anything wrong; she had tried to save the world.  She had saved the world on multiple occasions.  How many lives had she saved in that time?  She hadn’t ever kept track, but it must be thousands, if not hundreds of thousands by now.
 
   And what’s her reward?  Some crackpot uses an alien device to turn her into a woman and now her own wife and child don’t recognize her.  She takes a long pull from the bottle of absinthe and then wipes the back of her mouth with one glove.
 
   This is bullshit.  She’s five feet away from her daughter and can’t let her know she’s here.  She watches as Jenny’s legs start to kick.  She flings the teddy bear away.  Since her eyes are still closed, it must be a nightmare.
 
   Allison’s fists clench.  She can save two-dozen French people from terrorists but she can’t save her own daughter from a nightmare.  The hell with this, she thinks.  It’s easy enough for her to open the lock and then slip inside.  In half a second she’s at the side of Jenny’s bed.  She strokes the little girl’s hair and whispers, “It’s all right.  Daddy is here.  Daddy will keep you safe.”
 
   To her relief, Jenny’s body relaxes.  She sticks her thumb back in her mouth.  Her other hand reaches for her teddy.  Allison fetches it for her before she can wake up.  Jenny presses the bear to her chest, a smile coming to her face.  Allison rearranges the covers, brushes Jenny’s hair from her face, and then kisses her forehead.
 
   “Goodnight, sweetheart.”
 
   The light comes on.  Allison races across the room in a microsecond.  She’s on the fire escape when she hears Sally shout, “Who the hell is in here?”  
 
   “Mommy?” Jenny says.  She sits up in bed, her teddy bear still pressed to her chest.  She looks around the room.  “Where’s Daddy?”
 
   “I told you, Daddy had to go away for a while.”
 
   “Nuh-uh.  Daddy was just here.  I heard him.”
 
   Sally sits down on the bed next to Jenny.  She puts her arm over the girl’s shoulder.  “It was just a dream, sweetie.  Daddy is far, far away.”
 
   Allison crouches at the edge of the fire escape, trying to hold in her sobs.  By now she could be halfway across the country, but she can’t will herself to move as she hears Sally try to explain to Jenny that her father is dead.  “He’s up in Heaven with all the angels.”
 
   “Like in church?”
 
   “Yes, like in church.”
 
   “Why did Daddy go there?”
 
   “He didn’t have a choice.  A nasty person blew up the place where he worked.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because some people aren’t nice.”
 
   “Daddy was nice.”
 
   “Yes, Daddy was very nice.”
 
   To calm her nerves, Allison drinks the last of the absinthe.  As she finishes, the bottle slips from her hand.  She tries to catch it, but the combination of the alcohol and the tears in her eyes slow her enough that the edge of the bottle glances off her fingertips.  The bottle shatters on the fire escape.
 
   Allison should get up to run.  Instead, she curls into a ball and sobs.  She hears Sally tell Jenny to run into the bathroom and lock the door.  “Why?” Jenny asks.
 
   “Because I said so.  Go!”
 
   Allison hears the fire escape creak and then a hand press down on her shoulder.  “It’s all right,” Sally says.  “Are you hurt?”
 
   “No,” Allison mumbles into her chest.  “I’m sorry about the bottle.”
 
   “What are you doing up here?”
 
   “Drinking,” Allison says.  She gestures to the broken bottle.
 
   “They have bars for that.”
 
   “That’s where I got it from.”
 
   “Look, young lady, I respect the work you do, but my daughter is trying to sleep.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I wanted to see her again.”
 
   “Excuse me?  How do you know my daughter?”
 
   “From the park.  She was going to fall off a slide—”
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.  If you don’t leave, I’m going to call the police.”
 
   Allison has never laid a hand on Sally before in anger.  Now she grabs the front of Sally’s nightgown and shoves her back against the wall.  “Goddamn it, she’s my daughter!  I just wanted to see her.”  Allison lets go of Sally to press her face into Sally’s shoulder.  
 
   She feels Sally pat her back gently.  “It’s all right.  We’ll get you some help—”
 
   Allison looks up and then pulls off her mask.  “Sally, it’s me.  It’s Alan.  Your husband.”
 
   “What?  That’s impossible—”
 
   “Look into my eyes, goddamn it!  Please?”
 
   Sally’s eyes narrow but then widen as the realization hits.  “Oh my God.  Alan?  What happened to you?”
 
   Allison stumbles through the open window to drop onto Jenny’s bed.  She picks up Jenny’s teddy bear to hold to her chest as she lies, “It was the explosion.  I was in the lab when everything around me exploded.  When I woke up, I was like this.  I was a woman.  And I was fast.”
 
   Sally ducks through the window but presses herself against the wall to stare at her husband.  “That can’t be true.  They told me—”
 
   “They lied.  The government covered it all up.  They wanted to protect my secret identity and all that stuff.”
 
   “And you’re really a woman now?  All the way?”
 
   Allison nods.  She grins slightly.  “I have all the same parts you do.”
 
   “My God.  I…what are we supposed to do now?  What am I supposed to tell Jenny?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Jesus, Alan.  You just show up here in the middle of the night, drinking and scaring me half to death and you expect me to find a way to explain it to Jenny?”
 
   “I wasn’t thinking clearly.  I’m sorry.”  Allison begins to sob again.  She uses the teddy bear as a makeshift handkerchief.  “I’ve missed you two so much.”
 
   Sally finally sits on the bed next to her and puts an arm around her shoulders.  “I’ve missed you too.  So has Jenny.”
 
   “But you don’t want me back, do you?  Not like this.”
 
   “Alan—”
 
   “It’s Allison now.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Allison, I need some time to get everything straight, all right?  It’s a lot to take in.”
 
   “Can’t I stay tonight?  I’ll be gone in the morning.  Jenny won’t even see me.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “Please?  I don’t want to be alone tonight.”
 
   Sally sighs and then pats Allison’s shoulder.  “Fine.  You go back to the bedroom and wait until I put Jenny to bed again.  Don’t let her see you.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   She drops the teddy bear and then gets to her feet.  In less than a second she’s safely in the bedroom.  There’s no way Jenny could have seen her.  Allison crouches down in the closet amongst some of her old clothes in case Jenny comes in.
 
   She should probably run clear out of the apartment.  That’s what Sally probably wants.  But Allison wasn’t lying about not wanting to be alone.  She has spent over a month alone already, crying into her pillow most every night.  She’s tired of running away; it’s time to get it all out into the open.
 
   “Al—Allison?” Sally calls out softly.
 
   Allison emerges from the closet.  She stands in the middle of the room, not sure what to do now.  Sally goes over to the dresser and takes something pink out.  She tosses it to Allison, who unfolds it to see it’s a nightgown.  “I think you’ll be more comfortable in that.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   She trudges into the bathroom; it would be too much of a step for her to get naked in front of Sally right now.  The nightgown is a size too big on her, but she doesn’t mind.  She recognizes it as the bulky flannel one Sally wears when her Aunt Flo comes to visit.  Maybe it was the first one Sally grabbed or maybe she chose it because it’s the least revealing.
 
   She steps out of the bathroom ten seconds later.  “How do I look?”
 
   “It’s fine,” Sally says.
 
   They climb into the bed, but don’t touch.  They haven’t been this awkward since their first night together back in college.  That had been at Sally’s house, her parents in the next bedroom.  The memory of this prompts her cheeks to warm.  She tries to snuggle up against Sally, who backs away.
 
   “Can’t you just hold me?  Please?  We don’t have to do anything.”
 
   “All right.”  Sally leans in until they touch.  She runs a hand through Allison’s hair and smiles.  “You’re pretty cute as a girl.”
 
   “You really think so?  I’m not too dowdy?” 
 
   Sally laughs at this.  “You really are a woman now.”  She leans over to kiss Allison’s cheek.  Allison falls asleep in Sally’s arms for the first time in months.  But in the morning Sally shakes her awake.  “You’d better go.  Jenny will be up soon.”
 
   “Oh, right.  Thanks for letting me stay over.  Do you think we could do it again?”
 
   “Let me think about it, all right?”
 
   Allison forces herself to smile though her heart is breaking.  She had hoped when Sally kissed her on the cheek that things would be different now, but they aren’t.  As if reading her mind, Sally says, “I really enjoyed last night.  It’s been so hard not having you here.  It’s just…I don’t know how to explain this to Jenny.  Until I can get that figured out, I don’t want to get attached.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Sure.  Maybe we can talk about it later?  I could meet you for lunch.  We could have a picnic—”
 
   “Allison, please, slow down.  There’s a diner at 21st and Hayes.  We can meet there.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  I’ll see you there.”
 
   When Allison gets back to the lab two minutes later, she stares at her computer screen blankly.  Things could have gone better, but they could have gone much worse too.  At least now she has a chance to get her family back.  That’s better than nothing.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Copy editing is a tedious job.  Starla takes off her glasses and then pinches the bridge of her nose.  Kate is a very good reporter, but her spelling is atrocious.  There are a dozen errors just in the first paragraph.  She supposes some of this is because Kate is always in such a hurry.
 
   The other reporters are even worse.  Starla wonders if the previous copy editor had grumbled about how terrible Stan Shaw’s spelling was.  She had tried to get it right, but there were always mistakes you couldn’t see; thus the necessity of a copy editor even in the days of computers with spell check.
 
   If there’s one good thing about the job, it’s that her closet-sized office has a door.  This comes in handy when her super hearing picks up the sound of a fire alarm.  She locks the office door and then strips off her normal clothes to reveal her uniform.  She dives out the window seconds later.
 
   Her enhanced nose picks up the smoke from twenty blocks away.  She follows it to the source, the building Ty Lecau had wanted bulldozed.  That plan had been held up in the courts; apparently Lecau had decided not to wait for the courts to do their job.
 
   She swoops down on the building.  There aren’t any fire trucks on the scene yet.  It wouldn’t surprise her if Lecau paid them off to get “caught in traffic” or have a “mechanical breakdown” on the way to the scene.
 
   The blaze has already devoured half the building by the time she gets there.  She listens with her enhanced hearing for anyone trapped.  Her infrared vision won’t be much good in a fire, nor will her flame breath.  “Anyone in here?” she calls out. 
 
   There’s no answer until she gets to the fifth floor.  Then she hears a little girl cry out.  Starla crashes through a closet door to find three girls, the oldest maybe eight years old.  She bends down to look them in the eye.  “It’s all right.  I’m going to get you out of here.  Just grab on.”
 
   The girls latch onto her.  Starla hugs them tight and then stands up.  She drops through a window, careful to control her rate of descent so the girls won’t fall.  She leaves them on the sidewalk to head back into the building.  
 
   By the time she finishes, there’s about fifty of them on the sidewalk.  The first girls Starla rescued immediately swarm the last woman she drops off.  She feels someone take her hand.  An old man grins at her.  “Thank you so much, miss.  Me and my family woulda burned up if you hadn’t shown up.”
 
   “You’re welcome, sir.”
 
   Starla darts back into the building.  The ceilings are starting to cave in now.  She ignores the heat and flames to drop all the way to the basement.  Even with the stench of burning garbage, she can smell the gasoline used to start the blaze.  Someone on Lecau’s payroll.
 
   Starla spins around fast enough to create a vortex that sucks in the flames.  She flies slowly up through the building to pull the rest of the flames into her.  Once she burrows through the roof, into the air, she stops spinning.  The flames spew in all directions for a second before they dissipate.
 
   The crowd cheers as she lands.  A fire truck has finally pulled up to the building.  Her infrared vision kicks in as she stomps up to the firemen.  “You’re a little late,” she says.  “It’s already put out.  It started in the basement.  Arson.”
 
   “Why don’t you just stand back and let us have a look, doll,” one fireman says.
 
   She pushes him back against his truck.  “What took you so long?  Those people almost died.”
 
   “Don’t tell me how to do my job, toots—”
 
   She grabs him by the front of his jacket.  “Who paid you off?  Was it Lecau?”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   Starla shakes her head to clear the infrared vision away.  She puts one index finger to the man’s throat.  With just a little push she could collapse his windpipe.  It’s tempting, but she reminds herself to stay in control, not to lose it like she did with Ty Lecau.  “You tell your boss that if he pulls a stunt like this again, I’m going to pay him a visit.  Got it?”
 
   “Sure thing,” he gets out through clenched teeth.
 
   “Now go clean that mess up.”
 
   The building’s residents—former residents—cheer her again as she flies away.  She’s back in her office a couple of minutes later.  She checks the time; she has only been gone for twenty minutes.
 
   She has just got her glasses back on when there’s a tap on the door.  Starla unlocks it in time for Kate to burst in.  “Hey, you ready for lunch?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla picks at her salad while inside she seethes about the incident at the building.  It’s not just that Ty Lecau paid someone to burn down his own building and then made sure the firefighters wouldn’t respond in time.  More annoying is the way the firefighter talked to her.  It was pretty much the same way Lecau had spoken to her, as if she were a child or some kind of servant—
 
   Her bowl cracks as she stabs the fork right through it.  Kate looks up from her phone and frowns.  “Bad day?”
 
   “Just clumsy,” Starla says, forcing a smile to her face.
 
   “What’s the matter?  Did someone use a comma instead of a semicolon?”
 
   “Now that you mention it—”
 
   They laugh, but Starla is still uneasy.  She looks down at her shattered bowl.  “Do you ever get tired of being a woman?  You ever think maybe things would be easier if you were a man?”
 
   “What’s wrong, kid?  Has someone been giving you a hard time?”
 
   “No, everyone at the Star has been wonderful.  I guess I’m still thinking about Ty Lecau.  There are so many men out there like him, men who think we don’t matter because we’re women.”
 
   “There are a lot of dirtbags out there, that’s for sure.”  Kate sips her Diet Coke and then smiles.  “But I think a sex change is a little extreme.”
 
   “I suppose so.  I’m just saying, if you could do it instantly, just push a button and do it, would you?”
 
   “God, no.”
 
   “But wouldn’t it be easier?  Wouldn’t people take you more seriously then?”
 
   “Trust me, I’ve never been interested in doing it the easy way.  And the people who would take me more seriously if I had a penis are the type not worth impressing.”  An electric charge runs through Starla as Kate takes her hand.  “Starla, you are a smart, beautiful woman.  Don’t ever let these shitheads make you think differently.”
 
   “You think I’m beautiful?”
 
   “Of course you are.  If I were a man, I’d be all over you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Hell yes.”  She squeezes Starla’s hand.  “There’s no shame in being beautiful, especially when you have the brain to go with it.  I should know.”
 
   Starla’s face turns warm.  She and Kate never talked like this before.  When she’d been Stan Shaw, they had kidded around, but it had always been like an older sister-little brother relationship.  She’d never felt comfortable enough to talk about her feelings or insecurities before.
 
   “Thanks.  I feel better now.”
 
   “Hey, how about after work I take you out shopping?  Buy you the most impractical shoes we can find.  That’ll make you feel better.”
 
   “That sounds fun.”
 
   Kate checks her watch.  “I’ll see you at five.  I’ve got a couple of leads to follow up on this apartment fire.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” Starla says.  Her face turns warm again when Kate gives her a kiss on each cheek like the Europeans do.  Then with a little wave, she’s gone.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla is still in the office at six o’clock.  She hasn’t seen Kate since lunch.  It’s not unusual for Kate to get wrapped up in a story, but she should have at least called by now to say she was running late.
 
   Starla finds Billy at the desk he occupies when working on an assignment for the paper.  He looks up and smiles at her.  “Something I can do for you, Miss Marsh?”
 
   “I’m just wondering if you’ve seen Kate?  She promised to meet me at five and she hasn’t called.”
 
   “I haven’t seen her around.  You think she’s in trouble?”
 
   The thought hadn’t consciously occurred to her until that moment.  “It’s possible.  She said she was following up some leads on that apartment fire.”
 
   “Gosh, you think we should look for her?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask around to see if she’s talked to anyone here recently?  I’ll go check by her apartment in case she forgot.”
 
   “Sure thing, Miss Marsh.”
 
   Billy jumps up to do her bidding.  He has always been enthusiastic, but now she wonders if there’s something more to it.  The thought of her and Billy together makes her cringe.  He’s a nice guy, but they’ve been such good friends over the years that it would be really weird to be anything more than that.
 
   She forces these thoughts from her mind.  She heads up to the roof to change out of her clothes again.  As Apex Girl she flies off the roof to head for Kate’s apartment.
 
   With her infrared vision she scans the apartment.  There’s no one inside.  She lands on the balcony and wrenches the door open.  From the look of the place, Kate hasn’t been around all day.  She pushes the button on the answering machine.  There’s a message from her mother and a couple telemarketers.  No death threats or anything like that.
 
   With her fists clenched, Starla jumps off the balcony.  She hurtles across the city to TyCorp.  From prior experience she knows where his office is.  According to her IR vision, there’s only one person inside.  She hopes it’s him and not a cleaning person or whoever he coerced into being his new secretary.
 
   She smashes through the window.  With one hand she snatches him from the chair and then presses him to the ceiling.  “Where is she?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Kate King.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Reporter for the Star.  She was checking into that little pyrotechnic display you put on earlier.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re—”
 
   “Don’t lie to me!”  She slams him through the ceiling, into an air duct.  When she pulls him back, he’s covered in dust and insulation.  “What did you do, send some of your hired thugs after her?”
 
   “You’ve got the wrong guy—”
 
   “I said don’t lie to me!”  This time she hurls him to the floor.  He screams as he tries to get up.  He’s probably got a broken leg now.  She lands in front of him.  “This is your last chance, Lecau.  What did you have done with her?”
 
   “She’s in a warehouse.  Down by the docks.  That’s all I know.”
 
   Starla glares at him and says, “I’d suggest you not be here when I get back.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” he says with a whimper.
 
   Starla takes off through the broken window for the docks.  She isn’t sure how she’ll find Kate among so many warehouses.  She’ll have to rely on her senses.  Or tear the buildings apart one-by-one until she finds something.
 
   This thought gives her pause in mid-flight.  She needs to calm down.  She can’t help Kate this way.  She has to relax and be rational, not emotional.  It’s hard when she has all these new hormones and new feelings welling up.
 
   She takes a deep breath and then eases down over the docks.  She flies low enough that her super hearing should be able to pick up anyone talking—or firing a weapon.  Her IR vision picks up a few signatures, but from their voices they’re ordinary workers.
 
   After what seems like an eternity she comes to a warehouse populated by three signatures.  Two are standing while the third is sitting.  From the way the third one is sitting, it must be someone tied to a chair.  Kate!
 
   She hears a man’s voice say, “You shouldn’t have stuck your nose in where it didn’t belong.”
 
   “I bet your boyfriend here says that a lot, doesn’t he?”
 
   There’s a sharp crack, like someone being slapped.  Starla’s eyes narrow.  She’s not going to bother with subtlety now.  She crashes through the roof of the warehouse at top speed.  Two men scatter as she comes to a stop in front of Kate King.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   “Just fine,” Kate says.
 
   “Don’t worry about these two.  I’ll handle them.”
 
   She charges towards one of the men.  He fires a pistol at her, but the bullets ping harmlessly off her.  She snatches the gun away, her hand crumpling it into junk.  She throws him to land at Kate’s feet.  Kate manages to give him a kick, but he’s already out.
 
   The second is trying to get out through a side door.  Starla grabs a wooden crate from off a pile.  She throws it like a bowling ball to send the man sprawling.  With a solid punch, he’s down for the count; he probably won’t wake up for a few hours.
 
   She tosses the other man aside before she unties Kate.  A part of her wants Kate to jump up and hug her and then give her a kiss.  The other part is just glad to see her friend safe.  “What happened?” Starla asks.
 
   “I went to this businessman’s office.  His name’s Ty Lecau.  He burned down one of his own slum buildings since they wouldn’t let him raze it legally.  These two jumped me outside the building when I left.”
 
   “They didn’t do anything to you, did they?”
 
   “They wish.”  Instead of a hug, Kate extends one hand.  “Thanks for the rescue.  Do you have a few minutes for an interview?”
 
   “Don’t you have somewhere to be?”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Kate says.  Starla winces at this.  Is Kate’s friendship with Starla really that unimportant?  She supposes to Kate a night of shoe shopping with her friend is far less important than an exclusive interview with Apex Girl.
 
   “What do you want to know?”
 
   As Kate begins to ask her questions, Starla thinks of how awkward it will be to have to proofread this story in the morning.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   Elise has spent a lot of time in Pacifica, but this is the first time she’s ever really been on the streets before.  It’s not so different from most of the old cities in Europe.  She supposes Venice would be pretty close except the entire city is underwater.
 
   She glides along in her peasant’s outfit.  She has tied her hair back with a piece of seaweed—what passes for a scunci among the poor girls in Pacifica.  Without any makeup on, she looks common enough that no one gives her a hard time.
 
   From what she can tell, everything is going fine down here.  Mother and the ruling council have managed to keep all the chariots running on time, so to speak.  The people she passes all seem perfectly content, or at least no more harried than usual.
 
   She wanders into the bazaar to browse its wares.  Unlike the last time she went, the crowds don’t instinctively get out of her way, but then she doesn’t have an honor guard now either.  She slips through a group of children and their frantic mother.
 
   Seeing the children brings to mind the scare she had last week.  She’d woke up in her apartment and immediately run to the toilet.  After she threw up, she sat against the toilet for a few minutes, her mind spinning.  Morning sickness was a sign of pregnancy.  So was a late period, but having had only one period in her life, she had no idea if it were late or not.
 
   To be on the safe side, she went down the street to a pharmacy.  She felt like a kid buying liquor as she went up to the front counter, nervously looking right and left in case anyone was looking at her.  She set the pregnancy test on the counter as discreetly as possible.  When it didn’t ring up on the first try, she had to grab onto the edge of the counter not to flee in panic.  She waited for the chubby girl at the counter to get on a microphone to ask for a price check on a pregnancy test.  To her relief, the chubby girl punched in the barcode numbers manually and a total came up.
 
   Back in the safety of her bathroom, Elise waited anxiously for the results.  It came back negative.  She breathed a sigh of relief.  She had dodged a bullet, at least for now.
 
   With that in mind, she contacted Major Dalton to ask about birth control pills.  “Are you sure they’ll work on me?” she asked the major.  Pacifican and human DNA were mostly similar, but there were those slight differences that allowed Pacificans to breathe underwater and so forth.
 
   “Only one way to find out.”
 
   “Thanks a lot.”
 
   “Well you know what they say:  abstinence is one hundred percent effective.”
 
   “Catholics maybe.  And stodgy old Republicans.”
 
   “I’m just saying, if you’re that worried, maybe you should stop having sex.”
 
   “Just give me the pills,” Elise growled.  A courier had shown up the next day with a bottle of pills and a prescription.  Elise had been taking them every day since then, but she still didn’t know if she could count on them.  To be on the safe side, she had gone back to the pharmacy for some condoms.
 
   Children had obviously not been something she had considered while with Paul.  They would have needed to adopt a child and the paperwork on that would have been a real chore, what with her being the king of Pacifica and her and Paul a gay couple to boot.  Now that she can make a kid of her own, the matter has become far more serious.
 
   As she inspects some cute dresses at one stall, she watches the kids glide by.  The way they jostle and argue is definitely a reason for her to wait.  She doesn’t want to end up prematurely getting wrinkles like their mother from all that stress.  At the same time, it would be nice to have a royal heir, a grandchild for Mother to dote on.
 
   First she supposes she needs to find the other half of the two needed to create a baby.  At the moment she doesn’t even have a steady boyfriend.  She has been having too much fun with her new life to settle down.
 
   She slips the old woman at the stall a few clamshells for one of the dresses.  In a restroom stall she changes into the dress.  It fits better than that peasant gown and the glittering of the turquoise scales is much prettier.  She rolls up the peasant gown and then stuffs it into the waterproof satchel she uses for a purse.
 
   When she glides back into the bazaar, crowds part for her like royalty.  At least males in the crowds do.  The females are probably just jealous they can’t make the dress look this good.  She giggles at this thought as she swims away.
 
   For lunch she nibbles on a salad made of kelp and scallops.  Food on the surface is definitely much better than down here.  For one thing everything isn’t so soggy.  She picks the scallops out to float away.  While she nibbles on the kelp, she hears screams.
 
   Killer Whale is locked in the dungeon yet, so who could be attacking?  She gets the answer when she sees a great white shark bearing down on the crowd.  It’s the biggest shark she has seen in a long time, probably twenty feet long at least.  The teeth on it look like they can shred concrete.
 
   Elise shoots away from the table, out into the bazaar.  She swims over the crowd and the shark.  Its thoughts are easy enough to read.  The animal is hungry.  So hungry it’s decided to make lunch out of the Pacificans in the bazaar.
 
   A boy at the rear of the throng falls down.  A man stops and races back to help him up.  The boy swims away, but the man is slower.  Too slow to avoid being eaten by the shark.  
 
   Elise swoops down and focuses her thoughts on the shark.  Telling it not to be hungry would be a waste of time; sharks are always hungry.  Instead she focuses its thoughts on her.  She makes herself seem like a manatee to the shark:  big, slow, and relatively defenseless.  Given the choice between a man and a manatee, the shark will go for the latter.
 
   The shark lunges up at her.  Elise darts away from it, paddling towards the surface.  She doesn’t want to get all the way to the surface, just far enough from Pacifica that no one can see her.  She’s a strong swimmer, but the great white starts to close the gap.  There’s nothing else to do then but summon Lord Neptune’s trident.  It appears in her hands seconds later.
 
   She whirls around to lance the trident’s prongs into the shark’s head.  The thing doesn’t stop at first.  She has to pull out the trident and stab it two more times before it finally dies.  Its jaws are only an inch from her right leg.  The razor sharp teeth would have torn off the leg in a few more seconds.
 
   “Thank Poseidon,” she mumbles.  Then she swims back towards Pacifica.
 
   *** 
 
   She plans to get back to her disgusting lunch, but the man she saved latches on to her.  “You saved my life,” he says.  “I can’t ever repay you.”
 
   “You don’t need to repay me.  I was glad to help.”  She studies the man.  He has the rippling muscles of an Abercrombie & Fitch model with the luxurious beard of a Viking.  Yet his eyes are such a soft turquoise, revealing a hidden intelligence.  “You were pretty brave too.  Was that your son?”
 
   “No, my nephew.”  He sticks out a hand.  “I’m Erek.”
 
   “I’m Elise.”
 
   “That’s a pretty name.  For a pretty girl.”  He kisses her hand despite that he doesn’t know she’s royalty.
 
   “Thank you,” she says, blushing at the compliment.  “I was going to get some lunch.  Maybe you could join me?”
 
   “That sounds wonderful.”
 
   While they eat lunch, she finds out Erek is a coral shaper.  The coral shapers turn natural formations of coral into houses or other structures.  Erek doesn’t just build houses, though; he also uses the coral to make sculptures.  “That’s amazing,” she says.  “Could I see them?”
 
   “Certainly.  My workshop isn’t far away.”
 
   She should probably be concerned about going to the workshop of a man she met a half-hour ago.  She’s certain what Major Dalton would say on the subject.  But she’s not planning to sleep with him—not yet.  And if he tries anything, she has always got the trident at hand.
 
   The workshop isn’t much to look at.  It’s about the size of Elise’s apartment on the surface with half of it dedicated to drawings and storage of Erek’s tools.  The other half is what takes her breath away.  The sculptures are the best she has ever seen done in coral.  There are men, women, whales, fish, and even a shark—ironic given what had just happened to Erek.
 
   “These are beautiful,” she says as she runs her hand along the sculpture of a man.  “How many have you sold so far?”
 
   “None.  I haven’t the heart to show them to anyone—except you.”
 
   She gulps at this.  “That’s so sweet.  Why me?”
 
   “I don’t know.”  His eyes flick right and left.  “I suppose I wanted to impress you.”
 
   “Well, mission accomplished,” she says.  Then she swims over to kiss him on the cheek.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise prides herself on not sleeping with Erek for two weeks.  They spend a lot of time together, but none of it in bed.  She sits in his workshop to watch him carve the coral with his specialized tools.  
 
   He even lets her try.  She takes the knife in her hand and gently digs at a chunk of coral.  He shakes his head.  “No, no.  You have to be firm with it.”  He chops at the coral with the knife.  Then he hands it back to her.  She pretends the knife is the trident and the coral the shark she killed when they met.  
 
   “Much better,” Erek says.  He pats her on the back.  “You’re a natural.”
 
   That’s the first time they kiss on the mouth.  They kiss quite a few more times after that, but it never goes farther than that.  Maybe it’s the pregnancy scare or maybe she just doesn’t want to rush things with Erek.  For all his manliness, he does have a sensitive artist’s heart that could be easily broken.
 
   On their two week anniversary, she takes his hand and says, “Erek, there’s a special place I’d like to show you.  Have you ever been on the surface?”
 
   “When I was a boy, but only for a few minutes.”
 
   “How would you like to see it again?”
 
   “With you?  I’d be honored.”
 
   She guides him to her private atoll, the place she and Allison had referred to as the Love Shack back in the day.  She hovers near the surface for a moment, her hands in Erek’s.  “This is going to be a little uncomfortable at first.  You have to give your lungs some time to adjust.  Try to keep your mouth open to help the air go in.”
 
   As promised, it is uncomfortable for Erek at first.  He writhes around on the shore, panting and gasping as he struggles to breathe.  She keeps a hand on his back to encourage him.  She worries when his skin starts to turn blue around the edges.  Is he going to die?  Maybe he can’t make the transition—
 
   Then he takes a deep, wheezing breath.  This is followed by another and another until his skin starts to change back to its normal color.  “You did it!” she says.  She gives him a kiss on the cheek as a reward.
 
   She helps him inside the house, to the bedroom.  “This place is magnificent,” he says.  “Almost as magnificent as you.”
 
   She knows this is a line, but she doesn’t care.  She still blushes like a schoolgirl and says, “Thanks.  You’re pretty magnificent too.  I can’t wait to show you some of the sculptures they make here on the surface.  They use all sorts of things here:  stone, wood, and even garbage.  I’m sure you’ll love it.”
 
   “Not as much as I love you.”  
 
   Her body goes numb as he kisses her.  “You love me?”
 
   “Of course.  Elise, you are the most wonderful woman I’ve ever met.  You’re so kind and sweet and beautiful too.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Don’t you love me?”
 
   “I—”  She thinks of their last two weeks together.  It’s been nothing like she’s ever experienced before, not even with Paul.  Maybe it’s because they’ve taken it slow.  Maybe they have a deeper connection.  She has never really thought about the idea of a soul mate before, but Erek could definitely qualify.
 
   “I love you too,” she says.  Then they make love for the first time.  It’s so tender and gentle, not at all like her flings since she became a woman.  Those were just sex, but this is truly making love.  It’s as deeply spiritual as she’s always heard poets and singers say, as if she and Erek are one and the same for those few minutes.
 
   When it’s over, she collapses into his strong arms.  She rests her head on his beard, to use it as a pillow.  She wants to stay in this, the happiest moment of her life, forever.
 
   Of course that’s the moment when her phone rings.  From the ringtone she knows it’s Major Dalton calling.  “I’ll be back in a minute,” she tells Erek.  She kisses him gently on the lips before she slips away into the living room.
 
   Dalton’s face comes onto the screen.  “We’ve got trouble.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Allison sits in the back row of chairs at the day care center and kneads her purse in her hands.  Today is the open house for the day care, when all the parents and guardians can watch the children play and do the various activities the caretakers come up with.  At the moment Jenny is wiping finger paint over a piece of paper along with a half-dozen other children.  While she paints, Jenny narrates to Sally, who sits next to her.
 
   It took a small amount of arm-twisting to get the day care to allow Allison inside.  Sally had to explain that since Jenny’s father had died, her “sister” had moved in to help pick up the slack.  That was what Allison had become to her wife in the last two weeks, a sister.  To Jenny she was Aunt Ally now.
 
   When she was alone, Allison cried about the unfairness of this situation, but she had to admit it was better than the alternative.  At least this way she could be around Jenny and Sally.  Being an outsider was better than not existing to them at all.
 
   She would like to go over to where Jenny sits, but there’s no room and Sally as the “real” parent has priority.  All Allison can do is watch and wait for her turn.  She continues to knead her purse and listen to Jenny go on about her picture.  “There’s Daddy,” Jenny says.  “He’s up in the sky like an angel.”
 
   “That’s very nice,” Sally says.  She looks over her shoulder at Allison, who wipes tears away.  Sally pats Jenny on the shoulder.  “Why don’t you go show Aunt Ally your picture?”
 
   “Do I have to?”
 
   “Yes.”  Sally takes Jenny by the hand to lead her across the room.  On the paper Allison sees a purple blob that’s meant to be a house and two blobs that are supposed to be Sally and Jenny.  In the sky is a yellow blob meant to be Jenny’s father.  Allison notes while there’s a tiny black splotch to represent the dog Jenny wants, there’s nothing for her aunt.
 
   Jenny holds out the picture at arm’s length.  “Oh my, it’s so pretty,” Allison says.  “When we get home, Mommy will have to put it on the refrigerator.”
 
   Jenny doesn’t say anything to this.  She squeezes closer to her mother.  So far relations between Allison and Jenny have remained frosty.  Out of desperation Allison called the counselor Major Dalton had assigned to them.  The counselor said only that Allison has to be patient; in time Jenny will accept her as part of the family.
 
   Whether Sally will allow that much time is another matter.  While Jenny goes off to play tag with some other kids, Sally sits down next to Allison.  “I don’t think this is working,” she says.
 
   “She needs more time.  She’ll get used to it.”
 
   “I’m not just talking about her.”
 
   “Oh.”  Since their night of cuddling, Sally hasn’t allowed Allison to even look at the bedroom.  Allison always has to sneak out after Jenny goes to bed.  
 
   “Look, Allison, I do still care about you, but you have to admit it’s pretty awkward.”
 
   “I know, but what do you want me to do?  Forget about you two?  You’re all I have.”
 
   “Have you given any thought to dating?  I’m sure you could find yourself a nice man—or woman.”
 
   “I don’t want anyone else.  I love you.  I love Jenny.  I want us to be a family again.”
 
   “Then find a way to change yourself back.  There has to be some way to do it.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I don’t even know how it happened in the first place.”
 
   Sally shakes her head.  “I don’t know what else to tell you.”
 
   “Don’t you feel anything for me yet?  Physically?”
 
   “No!” she says loud enough that a few parents look their way.  In a lower voice, she says, “Look, I did a little experimenting back in high school, but it was never really my thing.”
 
   “Couldn’t you try?  For me?”
 
   Sally rolls her eyes.  “Even if we did that, what would we tell Jenny?  That Aunt Ally is her new mommy?  She’s confused enough already.”
 
   “You’re the one who started this whole aunt thing.”
 
   “What else did you want me to do?  I’m supposed to tell her that Daddy is a lady now?”
 
   “It would be better than all this lying.”
 
   “For you maybe.  I don’t think it’s better for Jenny.”
 
   “Why do you get to decide everything?  I’m her goddamned father!”
 
   Heads turn to them again.  One of the caretakers comes over, a middle-aged woman with a plastic smile.  “Perhaps you two should continue this discussion outside,” she says.
 
   “I think we were done here anyway,” Allison growls.
 
   “Allison—”
 
   Before Sally can stop her, Allison is halfway around the world.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison sits in the Paris bar again.  This time she wears the remains of her normal clothes and carries the charred lump that used to be her purse.  At least the money in her pocketbook is still intact, as is her ID.  “Mademoiselle, you’ve come back,” the bartender says.
 
   “I did,” she says.  She looks over at the old man at the counter, the same one as before.  He sucks at the end of his bottle of wine while he sleeps.  Allison gestures to her shredded clothes.  “I must look like a mess.”
 
   “Oui, but you are still the most beautiful person in here.”
 
   “That’s not saying much.”
 
   The bartender checks a clock over the bar.  “It is almost closing time.  Perhaps we could continue this discussion elsewhere?”
 
   “Like at your place?”
 
   “If you would like.  It is small but very comfortable.”
 
   She imagines a place about the size of her lab with an ancient brass bed and maybe a battered dresser for the only furniture.  The kitchen would consist of a hot plate while the bathroom would be a communal one down the hall.  Not the kind of place she wants for her first time with a man.
 
   “Maybe we could get a hotel?  I have plenty of money.”
 
   “Yes, of course, mademoiselle.  There is an excellent one just down the road.  I will show you.”
 
   “That would be very kind of you.”
 
   He gives her a bottle of absinthe to work on while he closes up for the night.  This entails waking the old man from his stupor.  They argue in French for a few minutes, both gesturing to her now and again.  From what she can ascertain, the old man is annoyed the bartender is taking Allison home.  He wants her for himself.  “What would you do with a woman?” the bartender says.  His next insult suggests the bottle on the counter is the closest to a woman the old man has had in fifty years.  The old man makes a lewd gesture and then staggers off into the night.
 
   “I am sorry, mademoiselle, for such unpleasantness,” the bartender says.
 
   “It’s all right.  It was kind of cute actually the way you two fought over me.  I’ve never felt so wanted before.”  She means it as a joke, but starts to cry.  There is a kernel of truth to what she’d said.  Her own family has rejected her and she hasn’t seen any of her friends in weeks.
 
   “Now, mademoiselle, don’t cry.  We will go now and things will get better.  You will see.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   There are still people on the streets of Paris at this time of night, out to observe the night life in the City of Lights.  None of them seem to pay Allison any mind.  Her tattered clothes aren’t much worse than some of the things that pass for clothes among other people.  They probably think she did it on purpose as a fashion statement.
 
   The hotel the bartender takes her to would probably get two stars out of four in a guidebook.  It’s the kind of place that caters to tourists who don’t want to spend a lot of money.  At this time of night, she imagines it also caters to some less savory clientele as well.
 
   A fat man in a grimy T-shirt mans the desk.  He talks with the bartender, who writes his name as Raul Hebert.  She chides herself for going to a motel with a man whose name she didn’t even know.  If Sally finds out—
 
   Sally is the one who told Allison she should find someone else.  So that’s what she’s doing.  And if you’re going to look for love, why not in Paris?  And why not with an attractive young man like Raul?  She could do a lot worse, that’s for sure.
 
   The man at the counter hands over a key.  Raul leads Allison up the stairs to the third floor.  She’s tempted to pick him up and run them both there, but then they would both need new clothes.
 
   The inside of the room isn’t much better than how she imagined Raul’s apartment to be.  There’s a queen-sized bed, a dresser, an old-style pitcher of water and basin, and a television that probably dates from before Allison was born as a man.  “Not the most romantic setting,” she says.
 
   “I am sorry, mademoiselle—”
 
   “My name is Allison,” she says.  “Dr. Allison Sable.”
 
   “That is a beautiful name.  I am Raul Hebert,” he says.
 
   She giggles and says, “I know.  I saw the register.”  But she does like the way he says his last name as “A-Bear” instead of “He-Bert” like they’d probably say in America.
 
   With a sigh, she kicks off her scorched shoes and then sits down on the bed.  From her purse she takes out the bottle of absinthe.  Raul fetches two glasses from the dresser and then sits down next to her.  “A toast?” he says.
 
   “Here’s mud in your eye,” Allison says.  She chugs down her glass of liquor while Raul only sips at his.  That’s probably a good idea since he doesn’t have a metabolism like hers.  “So what should we do now?”
 
   “What would you like to do?”
 
   “That’s a good question.”  She rolls on her back to stare at the water spotted ceiling.  “I haven’t really thought that far ahead.”
 
   He puts a hand on her stomach and in a breathy voice says, “Then do what feels natural to you, mademoiselle.”
 
   She doesn’t want to admit that what feels natural to her at the moment is to run back home and beg Sally’s forgiveness.  Allison never experimented with guys.  She never even thought about it.  When she’d seen Ellis kiss other men, she had always turned away, embarrassed.
 
   But she’s a woman now and women are supposed to like men.  If she just gives it a try, maybe she’ll discover she likes it.  Maybe nature will override all her psychological foibles and allow her to like it.  There’s only one way to find out.
 
   She sets her glass of absinthe aside and then begins to work on taking off her clothes.  It’s pretty easy with her clothes being so shredded and full of holes.  She discards the remains on the floor slowly, hoping to entice Raul.  
 
   When she’s fully naked, she asks, “See anything you like?”
 
   “Very much.”  He leans down to kiss her and run a hand through her hair.  “You are a very beautiful woman.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ve had better.  I mean, I’m just a frumpy girl from Oregon.”
 
   “The beauty is not all on the surface.”
 
   “I see.  I have inner beauty.”  She smiles at him.  “That’s a line you give ugly girls.”
 
   “I am sorry, mademoiselle.  I did not mean to offend.”
 
   “It’s all right.  For what it’s worth, I think you’re very handsome.”
 
   She leans up enough to kiss him on the mouth.  She hopes she’ll feel some spark, some surge of emotion to ignite an animal passion, but there’s nothing.  She might as well be kissing her grandmother.  That image prompts her to shiver.
 
   “Are you cold?”
 
   “Just a little.  Maybe we should get under the covers.”
 
   “A good idea.”
 
   Once he pulls up the covers, she turns off the lights.  As he starts to kiss her body, she says, “There’s something you should know.  I’ve never been with a man before.”
 
   “Never?  That is impossible.”
 
   “I was saving myself,” she lies.  
 
   “Then I am glad you chose me.”
 
   “What should I do now?” she asks.
 
   “Lie here and look as beautiful as you do now.  I will take care of everything.”
 
   “Oh, all right.”  She closes her eyes as he enters her.  It hurts more than she imagined.  Is that what it felt like for Sally her first time?  Was it like that for Cherie, Alan’s girlfriend in high school, the first girl he ever made love to?
 
   Raul bangs away on her for a few minutes.  Other than an occasional gasp, Allison doesn’t make any sound.  He finally asks, “Are you all right, mademoiselle?”
 
   “I’m fine.  Just keep going.”  She tells herself that once he finishes, everything will be different.  She’ll be able to move on from Sally and Jenny, maybe start a new family.  She could do it here in Paris, maybe even with Raul, if he’s willing; if she’s not another notch on his belt.
 
   He’s still working on her when she hears the phone in her purse ring.  From the ominous ringtone, she knows it’s Major Dalton calling.  It could be something routine, but she doubts it.  “I really need to get that,” she says.
 
   “But mademoiselle, we are so close.”
 
   “I’m sorry, but the fate of the world could be at stake.”  She leans over as much as she can to grab the edge of the bag.  She rummages around until she finds the phone.  
 
   Dalton’s face is deadly serious as she says, “I need you at base on the double.  We’ve got a problem.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”  Allison turns off the phone and then kisses Raul.  “I’m sorry about this.  I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”
 
   “It is all right, mademoiselle.  I understand.  You must put others in front of yourself.”
 
   “I suppose that’s true,” she says.  She smiles at him.  “I really do want you to be my first.  I promise when this is all over, I’ll come back and we can pick up where we left off.”
 
   “I will be waiting.”  He kisses her hand and then she’s off.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   Starla waits in front of the club dressed in a short white dress with matching heels Kate encouraged her to buy three days earlier.  They’re supposed to go to the club tonight so Starla can show off the outfit and her recently permed hair to the male population of Atomic City.  It’s not a proposition Starla is looking forward to.  
 
   The only problem is Kate hasn’t shown up yet.  Starla checks her watch again.  Kate is already an hour late.  Starla looks down at her feet glumly.  She remembers back in college when she’d waited three hours in a restaurant for Jackie Kearney to show up, but she never did.  Starla had finally tired of eating free breadsticks and left.
 
   She’s being stood up…again.  The worst part is knowing it’s her own fault.  Apex Girl had taken down a drug smuggling ring three hours ago.  Kate is no doubt at the office, working feverishly on the story that Starla will have to edit before the morning edition.
 
   She takes her phone out of her tiny purse.  The least Kate could do is give her a call to say she has to work late on a story.  That would only be polite, instead of leaving Starla here on her own, to feel like the kid no one wants to pick in dodgeball.
 
   Someone jostles Starla’s elbow.  She looks over to see a woman even taller and bulkier than her.  “Those are some great falsies,” the woman says.  “Where’d you get them?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   The woman gestures to Starla’s chest.  “They look so natural.”
 
   Only then does Starla notice the “woman” wears a wig and has an Adam’s apple.  Her face turns warm as she says, “I’m sorry, I have to go.”
 
   The bouncer looks her up and down.  With a nod he lifts up the velvet rope so she can go inside.  She pushes her way up to the bar and sits at a stool.  The bartender is a girl who looks like a slightly older version of Robin Holloway, possibly not old enough to serve drinks.  “What can I get you?” the girl asks.
 
   Starla looks around at the bar to see what the other patrons are having.  A woman next to her has something green in a martini glass.  “I’ll have one of those.”
 
   “One appletini coming up.”  
 
   While she waits for the drink, Starla wishes invisibility were one of her powers.  She has never felt like such a loser in her entire life.  Why does Kate keep blowing her off like this?  They always seem to have a good time when they are together.  Shouldn’t that make her enough of a priority to at least warrant a call?
 
   The bartender sets her drink down in front of her.  Starla sips at it; she would need about a gasoline tanker full of it to erase all her bad feelings and memories.  This is stupid.  There has to be something for Apex Girl to do.  If not in the city then in the rest of the world.  There’s always someone who needs to be saved.
 
   But who’s going to save her?  The thought has bubbled up in her mind from time-to-time, usually after a nasty scrape with a supervillain.  To most people she might seem invulnerable, but she’s not.  What happened with the Feminazi proved that.  The ease with which Apex Man had been subdued had been mind-boggling.  If not for Midnight Spectre, who knew what would have happened to them?
 
   “Something wrong, honey?” the bartender asks.
 
   “I’m fine,” Starla mumbles.  She pulls out some money from her purse for the drink she barely touched.  
 
   She’s about to leave when she hears someone call out, “Miss Marsh?”
 
   She turns to see Billy making his way through the crowd on the dance floor.  “Billy?” she asks.  This is about the last place she would expect to see a naïve kid like him.  Then again, it’s the last place she would expect to find herself either.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “Bachelor party for my future brother-in-law,” he says.  “What about you?  Are you and Miss King hitting the town?”
 
   “Actually I’m solo tonight.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, you could always join me and my friends.  We got plenty of room.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to intrude.”  What she means is that she doesn’t want to be the only woman at a table with a bunch of drunk guys.
 
   “I understand,” he says, but there’s a sadness in his eyes and his lip trembles like she just ran over his puppy.
 
   “Fine, just one drink won’t hurt.”
 
   He takes her hand to lead her across the dance floor.  The other four guys at Billy’s table are as nerdy and out of place as he is.  She can’t imagine what possessed them to think this was a good idea.
 
   “Guys, this is my friend Starla from work,” Billy says.  She shyly nods to them.  He pushes out a chair for her to sit on, between him and the man of the hour she assumes from the paper crown on his head.  “This is my future brother-in-law Carter.  And that’s Dave, Mike, and Gary.”
 
   “It’s nice to meet you,” she says.  They stare at her like she’s an alien, which is technically true, but they don’t know it.  She turns to Carter.  “Who’s the lucky girl?”
 
   He has a picture on his phone of a chubby girl with brown hair and glasses.  “That’s Liz.  My one and only.”
 
   “She’s very pretty,” Starla says.  
 
   Billy flags down a waitress and orders a round of beers.  Starla shifts uncomfortably in her seat.  This is as awful as she imagined, only in a different way.  The men aren’t slobbering all over her; they just stare at her, terrified.  She desperately wants to leave, but doesn’t want to hurt Billy’s feelings.
 
   “Starla’s a copy editor at the paper,” Billy says as the waitress shows up with their beers.  
 
   “You spell check the whole paper?”
 
   “A lot of it.  It’s not too difficult now with computers and word processors and everything.”
 
   “She’s just being modest.  It’s an awful lot of work.”
 
   “Not as much as taking all those pictures, I’m sure,” she says, trying to deflect the attention.
 
   “It’s a lot less expensive that’s for sure,” he says and laughs too hard.  “I’m going to be taking pictures at the wedding tomorrow.  You want to come?  I haven’t used my plus one yet.”
 
   “It’s a little sudden,” she says.
 
   “Don’t worry about it.  It’s not going to be too fancy.  It’s outside, on the bluffs upstate.”
 
   “I’ll probably have some work to do.”
 
   “Oh, sure,” he says and gives her the hangdog expression again.  “Most everyone from the paper is going to be there, even Mr. Black.”
 
   She wonders if Kate will be there.  Not if there’s a big story for her to chase.  The scoop is always the most important thing to her.  More important than her friends even.  She wipes at her eyes again.
 
   “I’m sorry, Miss Marsh.  I didn’t mean—”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  I was just thinking of something else.  Excuse me.”
 
   She gets up and then pushes her way through the dance floor traffic.  She hurries into the nearest alley that’s empty except for a sleeping vagrant.  It’s awkward to change into her costume while crouched behind a dumpster, but she manages it without waking the bum even.
 
   Then she takes off.
 
   *** 
 
   The door to the Crystal Lair is still locked.  There’s no physical key to get inside; she has to put one palm against a sheet of ice.  She’s not sure if the scanner will be able to identify her fingerprints and DNA now.  She figures those didn’t really change because of the Feminazi’s weapon, but she isn’t positive.
 
   Finally the door to the Lair slides open.  “Welcome Gor-Bul,” a mechanical voice says in Starla’s native language.  A robot shuffles forward to meet her.  “Do you require anything, sir?”
 
   “I’m fine,” she says.
 
   The robot buzzes.  “Error.  Voice print not identified.”
 
   Her fingerprints and DNA might be the same, but of course her voice is different now.  She’ll need to take some time to reprogram the service drones so they can understand her.  The drone eventually pulls away to go about its maintenance of the Lair.
 
   She wanders down a corridor of ice to the main room.  Kate had called it the throne room when Apex Man had brought her here years ago.  There’s a chair made of orange crystal in the center of the room, but it isn’t a throne.  It’s a computer.
 
   When Starla sits down, the living crystals process her DNA like the reader outside.  From one armrest comes a burst of light to display a holographic menu in the air.  Since vocal commands are out, Starla has to touch the button to access the archives.
 
   These archives contain all the knowledge of her birth planet, the world she never got to see with her own eyes.  Scientists on Earth would give anything to get a look at some of the high-tech marvels her people created.  Kate asked her why she didn’t share all this knowledge and Starla had explained the world wasn’t ready for most of it.  “How can you be sure?”
 
   “Because my people weren’t ready for some of it,” Apex Man had said.  “The weapons in this database eradicated my home.  I don’t want the same to happen here.”
 
   “We’re already doing a good job of that on our own,” Kate said, always the cynic.
 
   Starla sighs at the thought of Kate.  She scrolls through the archives until she finds what she wants.  A hologram of her birth father appears a few feet away.  The family resemblance is obvious from his height and musculature.  His black hair is streaked with gray, especially in his beard.  
 
   He keeps his hands buried in the folds of his robe as he says, “My son, human pair-bonding is an intensely difficult process.  It is not like on our world, where matches were determined based on physical and psychological compatibility.  The humans rely on instinct, which often creates couples that are unsuitable.”
 
   “How do you know if you’ll be unsuitable?” she asks.  Her father shows no reaction.  Starla keys in the question manually.
 
   The hologram ponders this question as the computer searches for an answer.  Finally he says, “Without the sort of tests we run on our planet, it is a process of trial-and-error.  I am afraid it often requires many errors to find a good match.”
 
   “I want to run those tests,” Starla tells the computer.  “Tell me who my soul mate will be.”
 
   “As you wish, my son, but it will still be difficult to find the other half of the tandem—”
 
   “Just do it!” she shouts.  It’s apparently close enough to her male voice that the computer responds.  Restraints appear on the armrests and front feet of the chair to hold Starla in place.  Then the chair begins to glow.  The hologram of her father watches placidly while Starla cries out from the searing pain in her mind.
 
   “Do not worry, my son.  The pain you are experiencing is to be expected while the probe scans the deepest recesses of your mind.”
 
   After minutes that seem like an eternity, the pain finally subsides.  Starla sags forward in the chair.  She has to grab the armrests when the restraints disappear so she won’t fall onto the floor.  While she pants and wipes her face with the back of one hand, her father steps closer to her.  There’s an expression of pain on his face.
 
   “There is one your thoughts fixate on.  The one you call Kate King.  I am afraid she will never be compatible with you.  Her selfish pursuit of what you call ‘the scoop’ will always take precedence over her feelings for you.  It is a part of her nature you cannot change and which will lead any union to ruin.”
 
   “No, that’s not true,” Starla whispers, though she has seen the signs of this herself.  She types into the computer, “What if I bring her here and run the test on her?”
 
   “A human could not survive the testing.  Her mind would be destroyed by the probe.  If you truly care for her, my son, you cannot bring her here.”
 
   Starla sags in the chair.  At times like this, she wishes her father were real, not a hologram, so he could hug her.  Did her people hug?  She isn’t sure on that, though she doubts it.  Her people valued knowledge and reason above feelings like love.  Yet they had destroyed themselves.  So maybe there’s something to be said for humans.
 
   Her legs are wobbly as she stands up.  She shouldn’t have come here.  She should have gone to her real home, to Ma and Pa on the farm.  She still hasn’t told them what happened.  They think their adopted son is dead.  She can only imagine the pain they endured when the military chaplain showed up to deliver the news.
 
   If Starla were still a man, she knows what her adopted parents would say.  They would tell her to follow her heart.  The only problem is Starla doesn’t know what her heart wants anymore.  She thought she and Kate could be together at least as friends, but they don’t seem to have much of a bond.  As her biological father’s hologram said, Kate’s pursuit of the scoop would always keep Starla in second place.
 
   “Is there anything else you require, my son?” the hologram asks.  When she doesn’t say anything, it shuts down.  That’s certainly one disadvantage of having a hologram for a parent.
 
   As she continues to ponder what to do about Kate, the hologram returns.  Starla hopes the computer has come up with some kind of answer to her problems, but the hologram of her father says, “There is an incoming message from Major Dalton.”
 
   The hologram changes to the major’s face.  She looks worried, almost scared.  “Starla, I need you at base.  We’ve got a problem.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   Midnight checks the time on the treadmill’s display:  15:49.  And she doesn’t feel ready to pass out yet; she’s not even winded.  That’s a definite improvement from when she started.  When she squints into the mirrored wall of the gym, she can even make out calf muscles now.
 
   Beside her, Melvin’s face is red and sweat drips into his eyes.  His progress has been a lot slower, but she appreciates the fact he continues to make the effort.  She just wishes sometimes he could make the effort somewhere else.
 
   Since she saved him from Barf the bully, Melvin has stuck to her like a conjoined twin.  He even changed his schedule of classes so they could have all the same ones.  The only time she’s able to get him to leave is when the limo shows up to take him home for the night.  Tonight she won’t even have that luxury since he convinced his mom to let him stay the night.
 
   Midnight would have to be an idiot not to see what’s happening:  Melvin is in love.  With her.  It’s happened before when she was a man and some damsel in distress would fall head-over-heels for her rescuer.  He let himself return those feelings once, but after Christy Connor was butchered and left in the meat freezer of an Italian restaurant, he refused to let it happen again.
 
   Which means she should tell Melvin to get lost, but she hasn’t.  He’s just so sad and pathetic that it’d be like drowning a litter of kittens.  In less than a year he’ll have to go off to college anyway and she’ll go back to the Holloway Corporation board to manage her company.  She hopes he doesn’t work up the nerve to try anything until then.
 
   When the time gets to twenty minutes she turns the treadmill off, more for Melvin’s sake than hers.  She claps him on the back and says, “Good job.  You didn’t even throw up this time.”
 
   “Thanks,” he says.  She had never imagined anyone could get motion sickness from a treadmill, but that’s how pathetic Melvin is.  “The Dramamine patch seems to be working.”
 
   She reaches into the minifridge to take out two bottles of water.  She tosses one to Melvin, who of course fumbles it; he has the reflexes of a ninety-year-old woman with arthritis.  After he manages to pick up the water, they go into the drawing room to sprawl on the couches with their tablets.
 
   While Melvin reads comics on his, Midnight does real superhero work.  The last two weeks she hasn’t made much progress on her investigation into Dr. Roboto.  Her own records being of little use, she decided to hack into the Pentagon to see if they have anything helpful.  It’s unlikely they have anything she doesn’t, but it’s worth a shot.
 
   What she really wants to do is go to Guantanamo Bay’s secure wing and smack Roboto around until she gets something useful.  That’s what she would have done back when she was a man.  She can’t do that now for a number of reasons.  A girl who weighs a hundred two pounds dripping wet and stands five feet tall in her shoes isn’t going to intimidate anyone.  And Major Dalton wouldn’t let her onto the island in the first place, let alone into a cell with a hardened murderer.
 
   She only needs a minute to get into the Pentagon’s mainframes.  Melvin starts to talk to her about something involving Spider-Man and Doctor Octopus; she nods and grunts at the appropriate times to make it seem like she’s listening.  With a few buttons she lines up the Pentagon’s records to those of her computers.  There’s only one file she doesn’t have:  a list of visitors to Roboto’s cell in Gitmo.
 
   The file is marked as restricted to only the very upper echelon of the US government.  It’s technically treason for her, a civilian, to read the file.  That’s only more incentive for her to see what’s so interesting.  She can’t imagine why a list of visitors would be classified that top secret.
 
   It starts to make sense once she cracks into the file.  There’s only one name listed:  Major Carrie Dalton.  “Holy shit,” Midnight mumbles as she looks through the file.  The visits after what happened with the Feminazi aren’t a surprise.  What does shock her is to see the many, many visits the major made up to nine months before what happened on Roboto’s island.
 
   “What’s wrong?” Melvin asks.  He tries to peek at the screen, but she presses it against her chest.  His lower lip trembles; he looks about to cry as he asks, “Are you chatting with someone on there?”
 
   “No.  I need you to go.  Right now.”
 
   “What did I do?  Whatever it is—”
 
   “Go ask Jasper to give you a ride home.  I have to go.”  As she gets up, she forces herself to smile and say, “It’s female problems, you know?”
 
   Melvin makes a face to show he understands what it means.  That should keep him out of her hair for a little while—hopefully three to five days.  She jogs upstairs and slams the bathroom door.  Then she creeps down to the master bedroom. 
 
   Midnight ducks into the old fireplace, which hasn’t had a real fire lit in it in thirty years.  This is a lot easier now that she’s so much shorter than before.  A retinal scanner IDs her and then opens the fake backing of the fireplace to let her into the escape tube that goes down to the bunker.  There are stairs and an elevator to the bunker, but she has never been one to take chances.
 
   It’s hard to resist letting out a childish “whee” as she coasts down the tube.  When she sees her feet approaching the light, she tucks her body as much as she can.  She lands hard on the floor of the bunker, at Jasper’s feet.  He pauses his dusting to look down at her in her soot-stained tracksuit with a face to match.
 
   “Are you and Mr. Amis playing hide-and-go-seek?  I must say this isn’t a sporting way to win.”
 
   “I needed to get away from him so I could use the computer,” she says as he helps her up.  “Give him a ride home, would you?  I have work to do.”
 
   “No disrespect, Mistress Robin, but Mr. Amis has had his heart set on this sleepover for some time.”
 
   “I don’t care!” she shrieks and stamps her foot.  “This is much more important than his feelings.”  Seeing the hardness setting in on Jasper’s face, she softens her voice.  “Please, take him home.  This is really important.”
 
   “Very well,” he says.  “I’ll make sure to convey your regrets.”
 
   “You do that,” she growls and then sits down at the computer to find out what Major Dalton has been up to with Dr. Roboto.
 
   *** 
 
   There’s no such thing as privacy in the secure area Guantanamo Bay; every cell is monitored with cameras and microphones to make sure the captured supervillains don’t get up to no good.  At least that’s how it should work.  Strangely Dr. Roboto’s conversations with Major Dalton are not recorded.  No video or audio, just blacked out like the Nixon tapes.
 
   Any good hacker knows how difficult it is to really delete something.  On the surface it might seem like the file is erased, but traces of it remain beneath the surface.  The only way to make sure it’s gone forever is to destroy the server it exists on.  Apparently Major Dalton doesn’t have the authority to make that happen, or she didn’t expect anyone to follow her trail of bread crumbs.  It’s sloppy on her part.
 
   Whoever did erase the files was able to get rid of a lot of the data, but the computer in the bunker is able to pull bits and pieces of it.  While Midnight waits for the computer to reconstruct it, she gets up to do some stretches.  She’s going to need her muscles—such as they are—soon enough.  Not that she expects to do any actual fighting.  She just needs to get the information to Starla or Allison and let them do the rest.  She doesn’t even need to leave the bunker, except she doesn’t want to risk discovery by sending a message over the radio.  Her computer has the best encryption in the world, but she can’t be certain about Starla or Allison’s end.
 
   As she does a lunge, she hears a clatter from upstairs.  Midnight straightens and then hurries over to the locker in which she keeps her old costume and other goodies.  She grabs a Taser and a brass knuckle.  
 
   Dalton couldn’t have found out about her snooping already, could she?  Midnight thought she’d been careful, but perhaps it had been a trap to lure her in.  Well, if Dalton or any of her grunts want a fight, Midnight will give it to them.
 
   She starts for the stairs only to realize a fight won’t be necessary.  It’s not Dalton or any of her soldiers.  It’s not one of her supervillain foes either.
 
   It’s Melvin.
 
   He lies on the floor at her feet for a moment before he starts to stir.  He sits up with a groan and then arranges his glasses on his face.  His eyes bug out when he sees the Taser leveled at his chest.  “Whoa!” he shouts.  “This is it, isn’t it?  Midnight Spectre’s lair!”
 
   “How the hell did you get in here?” she asks.  “Did Jasper let you down here?”
 
   “No.  I saw him come out from behind a bookcase like in an old movie.  After he was gone, I figured out how to trip the mechanism.”  His face reddens as he adds, “I tripped on the stairs when I was coming down.”
 
   “No shit.”
 
   “What are you doing down here?  Do you know Midnight Spectre?”
 
   “Not really.  He’s my uncle.  I found this place after he left.”
 
   “Wow.  It’s so cool, just like the Batcave.”
 
   “It’s not a fucking cave,” she snarls.  “It’s two feet of steel-reinforced concrete buried deep enough that it can survive anything—including a nuke.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “That’s what the notes in the computer say.  Now, are you going to get lost and promise not to tell anyone or do I have to light you up with this Taser?”
 
   “Why do I have to leave?”
 
   “Because I’m busy.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “I don’t have time to explain it to a goddamned amateur.  Just go back up the stairs and try not to break your damned neck.  Jasper’s going to take you home.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” he says.  He pushes himself up to his feet.  “You’ll have to shoot me—”
 
   He doesn’t finish the sentence before she pulls the trigger.
 
   *** 
 
   She had hoped the Taser would keep Melvin out for a few hours, long enough for her to do what needs done, but she hears him groan an hour later, as she pulls on her boots.  He tries to sit up, but she pushes him back down.  “Don’t try to move yet.  Just relax and breathe.  I’ll have Jasper come get you.”
 
   “Wait,” he whispers.  “Why?”
 
   “I don’t have time for this right now.  There’s some very bad stuff going on and I have to put a stop to it.”  He tries to get up, but she pushes him back down.  “It’s going to be all right.  You just lie here and rest.  I’ll see you Monday.”
 
   She pats his cheek and then walks away, to the hangar.  The Mark 3 jet was destroyed to stop the Feminazi, but she still has the Mark 1 at the very back.  Though it has been in mothballs for eight years, it should still be flight-worthy, so long as Jasper has kept up the maintenance on it.
 
   It’s a struggle to carry a fuel hose over to the aircraft.  She really needs to start lifting weights now that she’s built up some endurance.  The hose feels like it weighs a ton and the panel on the jet she needs five minutes with a crowbar to get loose.  She has to pull back her hood to wipe the sweat from her face as the fuel begins to flow.
 
   While she waits for the jet to fuel up, she runs through the checklist.  According to the logs, Jasper last maintained the jet six months ago.  From his notes, the engine could use an overhaul.  She hopes it has enough left in it to get her to Atomic City and Focal City.
 
   As she’s about to climb down to remove the fuel hose, she hears a click.  She turns to find her own Taser pointed at her.  Melvin holds the weapon in a trembling hand.  “I’m coming with you,” he says.
 
   She scoffs at this.  “You think so?”  Her hand isn’t as fast as it used to be, but it’s fast enough to swat the Taser from his hand.  She leaps out of the cockpit, doing a flip in midair that’s steadied when her cape stiffens into its glide mode.  She had to actually cut the cape down from one of her old ones; she’s relieved to see it works well enough on her shorter frame.
 
   Before Melvin can react, she pulls him down from the ladder.  That’s a mistake, as he’s too heavy for her.  They land in a heap on the floor.  She’s quick to push him aside and slide the brass knuckle around her fingers.  The knuckle is much too big, but that won’t matter so long as she maintains her hold on it when she swings.
 
   “Unless you want your face rearranged, I’d suggest you go upstairs.”
 
   “No.  I’m not going to let you go by yourself.  I want to help.”
 
   “You don’t even know what I’m doing.”
 
   “I know it has to do with a Major Dalton and Dr. Roboto,” he says.
 
   “How the hell do you know that?”  She shakes her head.  “You hacked my computer?”
 
   “Not all of it.  I only got through the lower encryption levels.”
 
   “Shit.”
 
   “So either you let me come along or I’ll go tell the police where they can find Midnight Spectre.  He’s still on their Most Wanted list.”
 
   “Or I could just kill you.”
 
   “You wouldn’t do that.  Midnight Spectre never killed his enemies.”
 
   “Well, I’m not him, am I?  So maybe I kill my enemies.”
 
   “No you won’t.”
 
   Her fingers twitch in the brass knuckle.  All she needs to do is knock him out.  But the way he stands here, unflinching, gives her pause.  He’s so much like how she used to be the first time she was seventeen, just a kid with more guts than brains when it came to danger.
 
   “Goddamn it,” she mutters and lowers her fist.  “Fine, you can come along.  It should be a milk run anyway.  Just make sure you don’t barf on me.”
 
   “I won’t,” he promises.
 
   She finds a couple of extra barf bags for him to use, along with a helmet that is a couple sizes too big.  The visor of the helmet droops down to his mouth.  “This is a really bad idea,” she says.
 
   “I don’t care.  I’ve spent most of my life reading about superheroes.  Now I’m going to be one.”
 
   “More like a sidekick.  My sidekick.”
 
   “Fine, but I need a cool superhero name.  I was thinking the Outcast.  Pretty cool, huh?”
 
   “Keep dreaming,” she says.  Then she lowers the cockpit and they take off.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Starla shivers involuntarily at the sight of the base as the memories of being cooped up in the secret facility come back to her.  In some ways though she supposes the place wasn’t that bad; at least she had fewer things to worry about there.  She needed only to adjust to her new body, not a new life.
 
   Major Dalton waits for her on the pier.  The major grins.  “Well, don’t you look pretty?”
 
   Though she knows it’s vain, she pats her hair and says, “You like it?”
 
   “It’s nice.  Makes you look a little more feminine.”
 
   “Thanks.  Are the others here yet?”
 
   “Not yet.  They should be here soon enough.”
 
   Right on cue, Allison comes to a stop in front of them.  Starla’s nose crinkles as she detects something different about Allison.  It takes Starla a few moments to realize it’s the smell of alcohol.  It’s potent enough to her keen senses that she has to take a step back.
 
   “Sorry I’m late,” Allison says.  “What’s going on?”
 
   “I’ll show you when we get inside.  Elise should be here in a minute.”
 
   It’s closer to five minutes when Elise climbs onto the pier.  She picks at some seaweed that has gotten caught in her hair during the trip.  There’s a strange smell about her too, not from the seaweed or anything else sea-related.  It’s the smell of sex, Starla realizes.
 
   That explains why Elise says, “What’s so damned important that you had to drag me here?”
 
   “Come on, I’ll show you.”
 
   Starla hangs back as the others go through a hatch.  She takes a deep breath before she forces herself to go inside.  She has never really felt claustrophobic before, but now she feels like she’s being stuffed into a box—or a coffin.  She tells herself there’s nothing to be afraid of; this is just a mission briefing, like countless others she attended when she was still Apex Man.
 
   They make it to the control room without incident.  Major Dalton gestures to one of her techs, who puts an image on the giant screen.  Next to her, Elise giggles.  “Are you serious?” she asks.  “You brought us all this way to watch a Godzilla movie?”
 
   “It’s not a movie,” Dalton says.  She gestures to the metallic, tyrannosaurus-looking head visible above the surface of the water.  “That’s Dr. Roboto’s island.”
 
   “So it’s a Transformer?” Elise says with the same amount of disgust as her first remark.
 
   “This is serious,” Dalton snaps.  “It changed about three hours ago and started to head towards land.  We’ve been sending fighters from the nearest carrier group, but they haven’t done any damage to it.  I’ve got subs en route, but I doubt they’ll do much better.”
 
   “What’s the rest of it look like?” Allison asks, leaning towards the screen for a better look.
 
   “We haven’t been able to see below the water line, but our satellite images from when it was changing suggest it looks about how you’d expect.”  An artist’s conception of a giant robotic tyrannosaurus rex comes onto the screen.
 
   “And you want us to stop it,” Starla says.
 
   Dalton nods.  “It’s going to make landfall in Tokyo within the hour.  If it does, we’re looking at massive damage.”
 
   “Who’s at the controls?”
 
   Dalton’s cheeks turn red; it’s something Starla doesn’t remember seeing before.  “It’s Roboto.  He escaped from Gitmo yesterday.”
 
   “And you didn’t tell us?” Starla says.
 
   “We’ve been trying to keep it quiet.  No need to cause a panic.”
 
   Elise snorts.  “This figures.  You guys create a mess and now you expect us to come in and clean it up for you.”
 
   Starla puts a hand on Elise’s shoulder.  “Come on, millions of lives are at stake here.”
 
   “Because she didn’t tell us he broke out of jail.  The bitch still doesn’t trust us.”
 
   “You’re starting to sound like Rob,” Allison says with a half-smile.
 
   “Well, as much as I hated the man, sometimes he was right,” Elise says.  She gestures to Dalton.  “You military jerk-offs are always keeping your stupid little secrets until some criminal starts to run amok and then you call us in to clean it up for you.”
 
   Starla finds herself nodding in spite of herself.  She remembers when they first heard about the Feminazi activating the island.  Starla had thought of how she’d wanted to hurl the island into the sun, but the military had rebuffed her requests.  That had led to her being turned into a woman.  And now millions could die.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry,” Dalton says.  “We screwed it up.  Can we focus on the problem at hand?”
 
   “What do you need us to do?” Starla asks.  As much as she agrees with Elise, the major is right that they have to worry about the immediate threat.  They can lay the blame later.
 
   “Basically the idea is to keep it from getting on land.  Elise, you try to run interference, see if you can get it to stop.  Starla, do what you can to disable it.  And Allison, you help get the civilians out of the way.”
 
   “Give her the easy job,” Elise grumbles.
 
   “Remember, don’t take this lightly.  We all know what happened last time and that wasn’t even with Roboto at the controls.  We can expect some heavy resistance this time.”
 
   “We?  What are you going to do?”
 
   “I’ll be coordinating from the air.  Like I said, we have subs en route and some other assets from Okinawa should be hitting the area.  Any other questions?”
 
   “Sounds good to me,” Starla says, though she doesn’t feel that confident.  She hopes things go better than they did the last time they went up against Roboto’s island.
 
   *** 
 
   Though Elise didn’t really buy the story of Dr. Roboto’s island turning into a giant metal dinosaur, she believes it more and more the closer she gets to Tokyo.  Marine life of every sort cries out in terror as she passes.  Groups of fish, whales, squids, and even sharks streak past as they flee from the shadowy giant.
 
   She tries to get a coherent picture, but she can’t.  All she knows is it’s big and it makes a lot of noise.  The sea creatures are too frenzied for her to enlist their help against the monster, not that she knows how they could be helpful.  It’s unlikely she’ll find any takers in Tokyo’s harbor either.
 
   While she swims, she thinks of Erek back on her atoll.  She had left Paul there to go to Roboto’s island and had lost him forever; would the same happen to Erek?  She doesn’t think she can stand to lose another man she loves.  This, she supposes, is why Rob Holloway was always such an aloof jackass.  He never had to worry about losing anyone he loved, except maybe that butler of his.
 
   It’s not fair.  Even when she doesn’t have to worry about being the ruler of Pacifica anymore, the moment she falls in love, something has to come along to ruin it.  Provided she survives this, she’s going to tell Dalton and her masters they can shove their superhero team.  Let Starla and Allison handle things.  She’s out once this is over.  Then she and Erek can spend the rest of their days on the atoll or in some nice little house down on the ocean floor, far away from all the world’s problems.
 
   With this thought in mind, she swims even faster.  In a few minutes, she sees a massive shape ahead of her.  This has to be the monster.  It’s easily the size of a ten-story building.  A ten-story building with legs.  Poseidon protect me, she prays as she glides in closer.
 
   For the most part the thing does have the shape of a T-Rex, except its mechanical arms are longer, more like those of a human.  It has two feet, but at the moment it’s using a propulsion system on its back to move through the water faster than she would have thought possible.  Two long slits in the back spew a wake trail that could probably knock Elise back a couple miles if she gets too close.
 
   At the moment she has other problems to deal with.  The monster doesn’t seem to take any notice of her as she swims alongside it.  She keeps her eyes sharp for any of those nets like the one that caught her the first time.  It was nearly impossible to see and will probably be harder to see with the monster stirring up so much debris from the ocean floor.
 
   The question now that she’s so close is how she can possibly run interference as Major Dalton wants.  By comparison to the monster she’s not even a mosquito; she’s more like an amoeba or some other microscopic creature.  There seems no way she can draw its attention, let alone hurt it enough for it to consider her a threat.
 
   A few leaves of kelp smack her in the face.  As she wipes them off, a crazy idea begins to form.  She can’t hurt it, but if she can slow it down a little, then maybe that will be enough for Starla to handle it.
 
   She summons the royal trident.  Then she dives to the ocean floor.  With the trident she spears a chunk of rock like it’s a meatball on a plate of spaghetti.  Thanks to the low gravity underwater, it’s not too difficult for her to move a piece of rock the size of an SUV.  This gets harder as she catches back up to the monster.  The wake from its propulsion system is enough to knock her and the rock sideways.
 
   She’ll have to approach it sideways and try to jam the rock into one of the slits on the back that propel it along.  The wake isn’t so bad from this angle, allowing her to get closer.  Once she’s almost up against the side of the monster, she pushes the rock towards the slit.  The wake tries to push it out, but she uses all her strength to roll it into the slit.
 
   There’s no explosion or grinding noise or anything like that.  The wake does ebb on that side.  She swims backwards as the monster lurches starboard.  That seemed to do the trick.  Maybe if she can find another rock she can repeat the procedure.
 
   She won’t get the chance.  She watches as more slits open into holes.  She counts a dozen in all.  From each one spews a torpedo.  “Oh, shit,” she mutters.  Then she swims for her life.
 
   She dives as quick as she can, hoping to throw the torpedoes off.  It works on half of them, leaving her with just six torpedoes left to deal with.  They’re gaining on her with each second that passes; another minute and she’ll be a goner.
 
   Ahead of her is the area of ocean floor from which she cut out the piece of rock.  There are more outcroppings of rock there, like a forest of trees.  She zigzags through these.  Two of the torpedoes explode, spraying chunks of debris in all directions.  A few pelt against Elise, but she’s too busy to care.
 
   With four more on her tail, she decides she has to change things up.  She somersaults around to reverse direction.  She hopes Roboto doesn’t have someone to manually trigger the torpedoes if she gets close enough.
 
   As she closes in, she raises the trident.  One prong of the trident clips a fin of the torpedo.  The weapon plunges towards the floor, where it harmlessly explodes.  She repeats this on a second one.  With the third she uses the trident like a bat to slap the torpedo away.
 
   But there’s still one more torpedo.  It’s only about ten feet away now.  She grips the trident—
 
   The torpedo’s warhead opens.  From it comes a net like the one that ensnared her before.  “Not again,” she mumbles before the net shocks her into unconsciousness.
 
   *** 
 
   Fighting underwater isn’t one of Starla’s strengths.  She’d rather fight on the ground or above it.  Even space is better than underwater, where her flame breath is useless and she can’t fly.  Still, she has to admit Major Dalton is right that they need to head the thing off before it can get into the city to do untold amounts of damage.
 
   As she closes in, she sees the head of the beast on the surface.  It’s not hard to see since it’s made of polished chrome with bright green eyes.  Green eyes.  Starla is fairly certain what those eyes can do.  She’ll have to be careful to avoid the gamma ray beams it almost certainly will try to shoot at her.  
 
   Nevertheless, she decides to try the head first since she can attack it from the air.  She swoops down on it, her fire breath at the ready.  She lets go a stream at the left eye, hoping to put that out of commission.  When the smoke clears, though, she sees no damage at all.
 
   Looks like she’ll have to get in closer.  She zigzags through the air, hoping to fool any targeting systems the thing might have.  Nothing fires at her.  The monster doesn’t even seem to notice her presence.  Just as well, she thinks.
 
   She rears back and punches it in the left eye.  This time she does some damage; the eye shatters against her fist.  She pulls her fist back—
 
   Her hand is stuck!  “You’ve got to be kidding,” she says.  At first she thinks perhaps her sleeve is caught on something, but when she twists her body to get a better look, she sees a thick, gooey substance like cement has filled in where the eye used to be.  She tries to pull her hand back, but it’s like quicksand; the more she struggles, the farther in it goes.
 
   With her free hand she slaps at the eye to no avail.  She screams in frustration, her hand curling into a fist.  She brings it down as hard as she can on top of the eye.  At last her other hand emerges, though it’s still coated in the cement-like stuff.  She smacks this substance against the monster’s head, but it won’t come off.  
 
   Worse yet, the goo is multiplying.  She watches as it coils up her arm, coating it up to the elbow and continuing to grow.  Whatever it is must be alive.
 
   There’s only one thing to do.  She turns her flame breath on her own arm.  She tries to keep it dialed down so only a thin stream of flame leaps out at her arm.  The goo halts at last.  She sighs with relief.  If she’s careful, she can maybe peel it off—
 
   The monster’s jaws yawn open.  From these jaws spew missiles.  Each one has a green warhead.  They must be some kind of gamma radiation projectiles.  
 
   Starla climbs into the air, but her rate of ascent is slowed by the goo still on her arm.  It’s like the stuff is pulling her down.  Like a magnet, she thinks.  Whatever it is, it must have some kind of magnetic field that pulls it—and her—towards the monster.  That was why she couldn’t move her hand.
 
   She fights against the magnetic pull of the goo on her hand while the missiles continue to close.  Her flame breath didn’t do much good against the monster, but maybe it will work on these missiles.  She summons a wall of flame that ought to destroy the missiles.
 
   It works, but it works too well.  The missiles explode in mid-air.  Weighted down by the magnetic substance on her arm, she’s not able to escape before a cloud of gamma radiation washes over her.  The second it reaches her, she starts to drop like a rock towards the ocean.
 
   She doesn’t hit the water.  A net extends from the side of the monster’s head to catch her.  Starla struggles against it, but she’s too weak from the gamma radiation.  Her attempt to roll off the net is held up by the magnetic goo on her arm that holds her down like a shackle.  There’s nothing she can do as the net pulls her into the monster.
 
   *** 
 
   It’s not much of a surprise to Allison to find the authorities are skeptical of her claim about a giant metal beast coming to stomp Tokyo.  Through an interpreter, she explains the message comes not from her but the United States military.  That only elicits scoffs and eye rolling.
 
   “Goddamn it, we have to get these people out of here!” she shouts at them.  She wonders fleetingly if they would be more likely to believe her if she were still a man.  
 
   She’s still arguing in vain when a crowd of dock workers runs by, screaming and pointing towards the harbor.  She picks up the word “kaiju,” which she knows is the Japanese word for a giant beast.  Allison turns to the translator.  “Tell them we have to evacuate as many people as we can before it’s too late.”
 
   The policemen stare at her for a moment before one finally agrees.  He gives the word to his people to evacuate the city.  Police cars roll away, men with bullhorns shouting for people to get to safety.  Air raid sirens begin to bleat.
 
   Allison isn’t sure what she’s supposed to do now.  Then the ground beneath her feet rumbles.  There’s a roar so loud it knocks her to her knees.  From that position, she watches the creature emerge from the water.
 
   It’s just like a monster movie as the robot stomps up to the surface.  Water streams from its chrome surface as more of it becomes visible.  It has the head, torso, and legs of a tyrannosaurus rex, but the tail is shorter and the arms longer.  Still, it’s a good approximation of Godzilla.
 
   She supposes Roboto chose Tokyo for that reason.  He always did have a sense of humor like that.  But what does he want?  He was never interested in destruction for the sake of destruction.  There has to be some kind of plan at work.
 
   At the moment, though, they need to stop the creature.  She looks around for Starla, but doesn’t see her.  On cue, Allison’s watch beeps.  Major Dalton’s face is projected in the air.  “Allison, I’ve got some bad news.  I can’t contact Starla or Elise.”
 
   “You mean I’m on my own?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  We’ve got units inbound, but until then it’s up to you.”
 
   “Just great,” she mutters.  Alone against a ten-story metal dinosaur.  She isn’t sure what she can do.  She can’t punch it or breathe fire on it like Starla.  She can’t summon whales to do her bidding either.  All she can do is run fast.  What good is that?
 
   The monster roars again and pounds closer.  It tears through electrical wires, which fall to the ground to spark and sizzle.  One of these lands within a few feet of Allison.  Much closer and she might have been electrocuted—
 
   Of course.  If it’s a robot then it must run on electricity.  What she needs is an electromagnetic pulse powerful enough to incapacitate the thing.  But unless Major Dalton drops a nuke on Tokyo, there’s no way to easily create a big enough pulse.
 
   Maybe there’s another way.  She speeds through the city to find the ingredients for what she needs.  In a factory near where the monster is coming ashore, she finds some iron tubing.  She rolls these into a pile in the center of the road a couple of miles from the monster.  Then she speeds over to a construction site, where she finds enough copper wiring for what she needs.  Then she bursts into a store that sells fireworks to clean them out of firecrackers.  The hardest part is to find some industrial strength magnets in a laboratory.
 
   Altogether her craft project has taken ten minutes so far.  Now she has to assemble the pieces to make an EMP device she hopes will be capable of shorting out the monster.  Chances are it’ll short out a good portion of the Tokyo area as well, but it’s better than the alternative.
 
   “What are you doing?” the police translator asks her.
 
   “Stay back,” she says.  She goes to work on wrapping the copper wire around the iron tubes.  Then she stuffs the firecrackers and magnets into the tubes.  There’s only one thing she’s missing:  a match.
 
   She races into a gift shop for a cigarette lighter.  After a few clicks the lighter comes to life.  She lights the fuses for the firecrackers and then speeds away.  Along the way, she grabs the translator, making sure he’s safely away from the area.  Everyone else had the good sense to clear out already.
 
   She ducks as the firecrackers begin to go off.  There’s no way to see the EMP pulse as her homemade devices explode.  She has to hope for the best.  
 
   She’s certain she has failed when she hears the monster roar again.  “Damn it.”  She doesn’t have any idea what to do now.  About all she can do is help the people of Tokyo evacuate while Dr. Roboto crushes the city with his giant toy.
 
   The monster takes one step, but in midair the foot grinds to a halt.  There’s a screech of metal that makes Allison put her hands to her ears.  She watches as the monster teeters now that it’s off balance.  It just needs a push to fall over.  If only Starla were here to give it that push—
 
   A cluster of missiles slam into the back of the beast.  They must be cruise missiles launched from some of Major Dalton’s assets in the area.  At least they didn’t get caught in the EMP pulse.  A second barrage hits near the thigh of the monster.  Allison watches as the creature teeters again.
 
   This time it begins the laborious process of falling down.  Allison puts her hands to her ears again as a horrible screech comes from the monster.  It falls forward and a little to the right, into the side of a skyscraper.  She hopes everyone got out of there in time.
 
   Allison hears the whop-whop of helicopter rotors.  She recognizes the Osprey cargo transport as the same one back at Major Dalton’s base.  This must be the cavalry here to break into the monster and root out Dr. Roboto.
 
   She speeds over to where the monster lies.  It takes some advanced free running skills for her to make her way through the rubble of the collapsed building and to the top of the beast, what used to be its back.  Major Dalton is already out of the Osprey, dressed in full combat gear.
 
   “That was some impressive work,” Dalton says.
 
   “Thanks.  I wasn’t sure it would work.”
 
   “Well it did.  We’re going to clean up now.  You’re welcome to join us.”
 
   “Of course,” Allison says.  There’s a chance Starla and Elise might be in the monster if Roboto captured them.  If not, then she can punch Roboto a few times for them.
 
   There’s a rent in the creature’s armor big enough for the soldiers to drop through.  Major Dalton gestures to her.  “After you.”
 
   Allison drops through the rent, into darkness.  Her eyes are still trying to adjust when she hears Major Dalton come down next to her.  Then she feels a prick like a bee sting on her left arm.  Instantly Allison’s knees buckle and her legs turn to rubber.  Like the monster she teeters for a moment before she falls forward.
 
   The last thing she hears is Major Dalton saying, “Sorry, sweetheart.  It’s nothing personal, just business.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   They come up empty in Atomic City and Focal City.  Starla and Allison have probably gone somewhere else; God knows they both have the capability to be pretty much anywhere they want at any time.  From the backseat of the jet, Melvin whines, “Do you even know Apex Girl and Velocity Gal?”
 
   “Yes.  You want me to get you an autograph?”
 
   “That would be cool.”  He looks out the window, down at Focal City.  Then he grabs one of the barf bags to spew into it.  Once he’s finished, he asks, “How can you know they aren’t here from way up here?”
 
   “Superpeople have a unique heat signature you can pick up on if you have sensitive enough equipment.  Try to keep that on the down low, would you?”
 
   “OK,” he says.  Midnight doubts he has anyone except her to tell and no stranger would believe him.  “What do we do now?”
 
   She sighs into her mic and then says, “I guess we check out Pacifica.  Mermaid might be hanging around there.”
 
   “Can this thing go underwater?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Batman’s plane can go underwater.”
 
   “Then maybe you should get a ride with him.”
 
   Times like this she regrets not hitting Melvin with the Taser again and leaving him tied up in the bunker.  He doesn’t seem to appreciate the gravity of the situation yet; for him it’s all still make-believe.  He has no idea of the stakes involved.
 
   She cuts in the jet’s primary engines to get them out to Pacifica.  It should take a couple of hours to get there and then they’ll have to wait while she drops a sensor buoy to check for Elise.  That stuck-up bitch is the last of the Super Squad Midnight wants to go to, but she doesn’t seem to have a choice.  The jet has great range, but not even it can traverse the whole globe to look for someone who might have flown off into space or someone who can run from one side of the earth to the other in a minute.
 
   Once she has the autopilot set, she turns back in her seat.  Melvin’s face is still green, but he hasn’t been puking quite as often.  “How you holding up back there?”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   “It’s going to be two or three hours until we get to Pacifica.  You should take a little nap.  It might help settle your stomach.”
 
   “I can’t sleep at a time like this.  It’s too exciting.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”  She turns forward again and then pushes a few buttons to bring up her auxiliary console, which is like a primitive version of a tablet.  It’s connected to the computer at the bunker, which allows her to do some more research on the traitorous Major Dalton.
 
   She still hasn’t been able to figure out exactly why Dalton is working with Roboto.  It doesn’t make much sense to her as so far Dalton hasn’t really benefited in any way from the arrangement.  What connection the Feminazi has to all this is even less clear.
 
   Midnight looks through Dalton’s service record for any red flags.  She already knows about a lot of the engagements listed since she and the rest of the Squad were involved.  Before she took over as the liaison to the Super Squad, Dalton served as an aide to Colonel Max Storm, their previous liaison.  Storm hadn’t been any more forward with the team.  He had also demonstrated a certain amount of distaste for the job.  She supposes out of professional pride he’d hated to need a bunch of freaks in costumes to fight battles for him.
 
   “What are you doing?” Melvin asks.
 
   “Playing a game.”
 
   “No you’re not.  You never play games.  You don’t even have solitaire on your iPad.”
 
   “So what?  Maybe I play my games online.”
 
   “Why can’t you tell me what’s going on?  I’m part of this too.”
 
   “That was your decision.  I’m the one who didn’t want you to come, remember?”
 
   “Maybe I can help.”
 
   She scoffs at this.  “I doubt it.”
 
   After another bout of puking he says, “Why not?  At least let me try.”
 
   She rolls her eyes despite that he can’t see it and then says, “Fine.  Maybe it’ll put you to sleep.”  She gives him an abbreviated version of what she’s found out about Dalton and Dr. Roboto.  She doesn’t mention the Feminazi or the incident that changed the Super Squad into women; there’s no need to creep him out with that yet.
 
   “So this major is working with a bad guy?”
 
   “In a nutshell, yes.”
 
   “Maybe we should go talk to her.”
 
   “Unless you think you can storm a secure government facility that’s not on the menu.”
 
   “So you want to tell one of the Super Squad to let them deal with it?”
 
   “Winner, winner, chicken dinner.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “It’s what they say when you win at blackjack.”
 
   “You play blackjack?”
 
   “I have a time or two,” she says.  She used to play it quite often in casinos when she was living off the grid and needed money.  When they tried to work her over in the back room for counting cards was also a good way to get in some fighting practice.  “I can teach you the rules later.”
 
   “Sure.”  He throws up into his bag and then reaches for another.  His voice trembles as he asks, “Before you got to Swearingen, did you ever…you know…with anyone?”
 
   “Are you talking about sex?”
 
   “Yes.”  When he throws up this time she doubts it’s from motion sickness.  “Did you?”
 
   “Why do you want to know?”
 
   “I hear other kids talking about it all the time and you seem so…worldly that I wondered if you had.”
 
   “Worldly?  You mean I’m a slut?”
 
   “No!  I mean you’ve done so many cool things—”  he trails off to make use of the bag again.
 
   “No, I haven’t done it,” she says.  She supposes that’s technically true since she hasn’t done it as a girl.  “Are you wanting me to show you how?”
 
   “No!  I…I—”
 
   “I’m just yanking your chain,” she says.
 
   “Oh.”  He doesn’t say anything for a while, probably too embarrassed after this last exchange.  She goes back to Dalton’s file.  She notes before Dalton joined the army, she was a student at Sarah Lawrence.  That doesn’t seem like the kind of school for a hard-nosed grunt like Major Dalton.
 
   She only needs a few seconds to obtain Dalton’s school records.  She was a good student, an art history major.  Then she dropped out in her senior year, only ten credits shy of graduation.  Did she run out of money?  Or did she just realize there was no point in an art history degree?
 
   Out of curiosity, she finds copies of Dalton’s yearbooks.  It never hurts to know more about a potential enemy.  Maybe something in one of these yearbooks can explain why a promising art history student at a prestigious school dropped out to roll in the mud with a bunch of poor rednecks, ghetto kids, and illegal aliens.
 
   The freshman Carrie Dalton looks almost like another person with her long hair, bulky glasses, and shy smile.  With each successive picture the hair gets shorter and the smile gets narrower.  She ditches the glasses in senior year and sports a mullet that would fit right in with the army rednecks.  
 
   The computer brings up another picture of Dalton in her senior year.  She’s in the back row of the field hockey team photo, one well-toned arm around another girl.  Midnight’s blood turns cold as she recognizes the other girl.
 
   It’s the Feminazi.
 
   She has the computer zoom in and extrapolate to give her a better look.  There’s no doubt at all that the girl Dalton is cozying up to on the field hockey team is the same one who took over Roboto’s island and used that weapon on Midnight and the others.  “Goddamn it,” she mutters.
 
   “You found something?”
 
   “I think so.”  She finds the name listed in the photo:  Katrina Knox.  She tries to look up the girl’s records at the school, but nothing comes up.  In fact, nothing comes up for Katrina Knox anywhere.  It’s like she’s a ghost.
 
   No, she’s not a ghost.  She just had a well-connected friend who could make her records disappear.  That would allow her to operate without anyone in the Pentagon, CIA, FBI, NSA, and the rest of the world’s law enforcement and intelligence agencies to be able to track her.  She wouldn’t be surprised if the same were true for the thugs she’d had on the island.
 
   And then after Roboto is captured, Dalton uses her influence to get operational codes from him.  She passes those on to her buddy the Feminazi, who gets the island working.  She triggers the security alarms and Dalton calls up the Super Squad to send them into a trap.
 
   Why?  That’s the missing piece of the puzzle.  She doesn’t understand the end game for the Feminazi.  Why turn them into women?  Why not just kill them when she had the chance?  Midnight supposes like a lot of supervillains the Feminazi had wanted them to suffer.  Maybe she wanted them to see how the other half lives.  And meanwhile Dalton’s been egging them on, helping them adjust to their new bodies, giving them new identities, and showing them off to the world press.
 
   Midnight checks their position on the computer.  Now more than ever she needs to get a hold of her former teammates.  They’re still about a half-hour out of Pacifica.  She hopes Elise is there.  Or maybe she’s in her little hideaway to shack up with some guy, provided she still likes guys and hasn’t turned lesbian yet.  That would be an interesting case study for researchers—
 
   Melvin taps her on the shoulder.  She figures he’s going to ask for another barf bag.  Instead he says, “I know where your friends are.”
 
   “What?  How could you know that?”
 
   “It’s all over the news right now.”  He hands over his cell phone.  Midnight stares at the screen in disbelief.  There’s a giant metal dinosaur in Tokyo!  The footage is a bit grainy, but when Midnight runs the news feed through the bunker’s computers, she can see Allison putting together a crude EMP device.  The pile of iron pipes and copper wire explodes and then the news feed cuts out.
 
   There’s no doubt in Midnight’s mind Roboto is behind the metal dinosaur.  She also has no doubt Dalton sent the Super Squad into another trap.  This time Midnight doubts they’ll get out of it alive.
 
   “Hold on,” she tells Melvin before she lights the afterburners to top speed.
 
   *** 
 
   When they’re a hundred miles from Tokyo, the radio comes to life.  “Unidentified aircraft, you are entering a restricted area.  Please change your course immediately.”
 
   She ignores them until she sees the two F/A-18 Hornets approaching, probably from an aircraft carrier in the vicinity.  One of the Hornets falls in behind them while the other tries to pull alongside for a closer look.  Midnight has to slow the jet down so the Hornet can catch up.  “Take off your helmet,” she says to Melvin.
 
   “What?  Why?”
 
   “Just do it.  Unless you want to get shot down.”
 
   He whips the helmet off.  He follows her lead in waving to the Hornet’s pilot.  She manages to smile while Melvin musters only a queasy grin.  The pilot waves back to them and then gestures they should turn around.
 
   “Christ, it’s just a couple of kids,” the pilot says over the tactical frequency.  Midnight grimaces at this, though she knows it will work in their favor.
 
   “Unidentified aircraft, you must turn around and leave this area immediately or we will be forced to open fire,” the air traffic controller says.
 
   Midnight takes a deep breath and then forces herself to sob into the microphone.  “I’m so sorry.  I was just taking my uncle’s plane for a ride.  Please don’t tell my parents!”
 
   “Young lady, you have to turn your plane around right away.”
 
   “I can’t!  It’s on autopilot and I don’t know how to turn it off!”
 
   “Do you know what type of plane it is?  We need you to tell us so we can help you get down safely.”
 
   “I don’t know!  It’s just a stupid plane.  I wanna go home!”
 
   Behind her, Melvin throws up into the barf bag again.  That should help sell the validity of their story as a couple of idiot teens out for a joyride.  Except most teens did that in a car, not a hundred million dollar fighter jet.
 
   “Amber One, can you get an ID on the aircraft type?”
 
   “Negative.  It’s not any make I’m familiar with.”
 
   “It looks like a damned sweet ride,” the other pilot chips in.
 
   “Can the chatter, Amber Two.  Give me a description of the aircraft.”
 
   While Amber One begins to describe the plane, Midnight settles her helmet back on her head.  “You better get your helmet back on,” she tells Melvin.  “It’s about to get bumpy.”
 
   She waits until Melvin’s helmet is on before she changes over to the vertical landing jets.  The jet stops in midair.  The Hornet behind them is barely able to avoid a collision while the one beside them streaks past.  Midnight throws the jet into a sharp climb, into the clouds.  Then she triggers the jet’s camouflage.
 
   In seconds the outside of the jet changes from matte gray to bands of blue and white to mask it against the sky.  “Can Batman’s plane do that?” Midnight says.
 
   “No, but Wonder Woman has an invisible jet.”
 
   “Some people are never satisfied,” she grumbles.  She wishes her plane truly were invisible.  It is practically invisible, especially when she turns on the jamming to scramble their radars and their radios.  Then she eases the jet through a bank of clouds, the paint scheme changing to accommodate the changing tones of white and gray.
 
   They hover amongst the clouds while the Hornets futilely search the area for them.  They move along after a few minutes, probably figuring their quarry slipped out of the area.  She changes over to the afterburners again to head towards Tokyo.
 
   By the time they reach the city, the metal dinosaur is already on the ground, buried amongst a skyscraper.  She sees an Osprey in the area, keeping watch over the monster.  There’s no sign of Allison or Starla, but they’re probably inside.  Still, something doesn’t feel right about this to Midnight.  It’s too easy.
 
   She does a few lazy circles over the creature from high overhead.  On the second pass, she drops a sensor buoy.  While it’s designed to go underwater, it should work well enough amongst the debris to give her a better look at the thing.
 
   “What are we doing?” Melvin asks.
 
   “Biding our time,” she says.
 
   “For what?  They killed the dinosaur already.  Shouldn’t we go down there to talk to them?”
 
   “We’ll go down when I say,” she growls.  That shuts him up.  She goes back to studying the readings from the sensor buoy.  It uses a combination of infrared, X-rays, and magnetic resonance to give her a three-dimensional view of the outside of the dinosaur.  Most of the interior is shielded, but thanks to a few gashes torn in the metal, Midnight’s scanners can give her a partial view of the interior.
 
   The interior view gives her a look at something very familiar.  Now it’s all starting to make sense, though as with many supervillain plans it still only makes sense in an impractical, roundabout way.  “The dinosaur wasn’t supposed to destroy the city,” she says.  “They wanted it to get stopped.”
 
   “Why would they want that?”
 
   “If I tell you, you promise not to freak out?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You mean it?  Because this isn’t going to be pleasant.”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   With a sigh, she takes off her helmet and then turns to face him.  She tells him everything.  It’s no surprise he needs to use the barf bag a few times throughout the story.  As she finishes, he leans back in his chair, his eyes wide.  “You mean you used to be…a man?”
 
   “That’s right.  I’m the original Midnight Spectre.”
 
   “But now you’re…a girl?”
 
   “That’s what I was trying to tell you.”  She shakes her head.  “You promised not to freak out about it.”
 
   “I’m not freaking out.”
 
   “You are too!  You’re looking at me like I have three heads.”  She wipes furiously at her eyes when she realizes she’s crying.  Goddamn these hormones.
 
   “It’s just really…weird,” he says.  “You’re so cute.  Not like a guy at all.  I mean most guys who get a sex change you can tell, but you look so natural.”
 
   “Thanks.  I think.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I don’t mean—”
 
   “It’s fine.  Now, it’s up to us to stop them.  You always wanted to be a superhero, didn’t you?”  When he nods, she continues, “Now’s your chance.  I’m going to need your help to pull this off.  Can I count on you?”
 
   He nods again.  She tells him what she has in mind.  He needs the barf bag again.  “You can’t do that!” he says.  “Those people will have guns and stuff.  They could kill you.”
 
   “I know.  It’s a calculated risk.  And I know I’ve got my partner backing me up.”  She reaches over the seat to take his hand and shake it.
 
   “I won’t let you down,” he says.
 
   “Good.  Then here we go.”  She pulls her hand back and then punches the release for his ejection seat.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Midnight isn’t sure where Melvin lands.  She already has the fighter moving in towards Roboto’s monster.  She brings it around to land about twenty feet in front of a group of soldiers, who scatter to cover amongst the rubble.  She shuts down the engines, pops the canopy, and then stands with her hands up.
 
   Ten laser sights converge over the heart of her puffy gray vest.  She reinforced the vest with Kevlar composite strips taken from her old costume, but she doesn’t want to find out if it can withstand ten direct hits from a machine gun.  “Easy, boys,” she says.  “I’m a friend of Major Dalton.  Tell her Midnight Spectre has arrived.”
 
   “Yeah, right,” one soldier says.  “You’re just some punk kid.”
 
   “Would some punk kid have an awesome jet like this?”
 
   “So you stole it from him.  Big deal.”
 
   “You guys really are thick.  Just call Major Dalton and tell her.”
 
   To her relief one of them finally does.  “There’s some kid here calling herself Midnight Spectre.  You want I should give her a spanking?”  He puts a finger to one ear while Midnight resists the urge not to lunge at him and kick him in the crotch a few times.  The soldier lowers his finger from his ear, followed by his rifle.  “It’s all right.  The major’s coming up to meet you.”
 
   “Thanks, guys,” Midnight says.  She hops down from the cockpit, onto the back of the machine.  None of the soldiers say anything to her as they wait; they just glare at her like they want to bash her head in.  The feeling’s mutual.
 
   Major Dalton finally appears through a crack in the monster’s armor.  She smiles and to Midnight’s embarrassment pulls her into a hug.  “Look at you!  That’s such an adorable costume.  It looks almost like your old one.”  She brushes Midnight’s hood back to get a better look at her face, most of which is covered with a black mask.  “You’re only missing the belt.”
 
   “It’s too big,” Midnight says, her cheeks turning warm.
 
   “Come on, we’ve got Roboto down in the control room.”  She takes Midnight’s left bicep and squeezes it.  “You’ve been working out, haven’t you?”
 
   “I try.”
 
   “That’s good.  Won’t be much longer until you’re back on the team.”
 
   “I’m sure Elise can’t wait for that.”
 
   Dalton laughs at this.  She’s overplaying her hand, acting too casual.  If Midnight didn’t already know the truth, she would suspect Dalton was up to something.  “Actually, with you gone, she’s become the malcontent of the group.”
 
   “Everyone needs a hobby, I suppose.”
 
   Dalton goes through the crack first.  She holds up her hands to help Midnight down, but Midnight jumps down on her own.  The lights are off inside the creature, but someone has glued flashlights to the walls to give the corridor a sort of campfire glow.  Dalton has to squat down when the tunnel narrows, but Midnight only has to worry her cape or hood will catch on something.
 
   She waits until she’s certain they’re alone in the belly of the beast before she says, “So, you know a Katrina Knox?”
 
   She expects Dalton to whirl around in surprise or perhaps to even bash her head on a low-hanging piece of machinery.  She only shrugs.  “Should I?”
 
   “There’s a picture of you and her on the Sarah Lawrence field hockey team.”  Midnight smiles.  “You got everything else.  I’d have never figured it out if not for that picture.”
 
   “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
 
   “Katrina Knox was the Feminazi.  Don’t deny it.  I saw her face.  There’s no way I’d forget it after what she did to us.  The two of you must have been pretty chummy.  So chummy you wiped away all evidence of her past.  And then you hooked her up with Dr. Roboto’s island and that alien ray gun.  As the kicker, you led us right into the trap the two of you cooked up.”
 
   “That’s an interesting theory.”
 
   “I have plenty of evidence to back it up.  It might not stand up at a court-martial hearing, but I’m sure it’ll interest Kate King.  You know how much she loves getting the goods on the military-industrial complex.”
 
   “You haven’t sent it to her yet.  So all I have to do is get on the horn to my guys upstairs to blow up that jet of yours.  A couple more hours and I can have Green Berets in that bunker of yours you think is so impregnable.” 
 
   “You really think I’m that dumb?  I’ve already got it in an email that will send in six hours—unless I stop it.”
 
   Dalton stares at Midnight for a moment.  With surprising speed for a woman pushing forty she yanks her sidearm out.  “I’m sure you’ve got some bulletproof material in that cute little vest of yours, but I doubt you had time to implant any under your thick skull.”
 
   “Touche.  But that will make sure the email goes out, won’t it?  Your whole scheme will be exposed.  See how fast any buddies you have in the Pentagon give you up.”
 
   Dalton laughs.  “I don’t have any buddies in the Pentagon.  Or anywhere else.  I had one buddy and you killed her.  So tell me: why shouldn’t I put a bullet in your head?”
 
   “I think I outlined my case pretty clearly.  Go ahead and shoot if you want.”
 
   Dalton considers it for a moment.  Then she smiles.  “Same old Rob.  Always so bull-headed, even when you’re a wimpy kid.  Speaking of, what happened to your boyfriend?”
 
   “I ditched him over the harbor.  He should be able to swim to shore.”
 
   “The two of you make a cute couple.  Though those navy fighter jocks don’t think so right about now.  That was a thing of beauty how you gave them the slip.”
 
   “Thanks.  It’s nice to have a fan,” she says and then remembers she said the same thing to the Feminazi.  “Why don’t we stop all this circling around and just put the cards on the table?  Why did you do it?  Why betray us?  What are you getting out of it?”
 
   “Is this the part where you try to make me talk long enough for you to pull a rabbit out of your hat?  You got that plane of yours rigged to blow?”
 
   “You know I don’t use the same trick twice.  Let’s just call it professional curiosity.”
 
   Dalton shrugs.  “All right, sweetie, I’ll tell you.  You haven’t been a woman long enough to understand what it’s really like to feel like a second-class citizen.  My parents were a couple of rich old birds, kept me locked away on a pedestal in an ivory tower.  Sent me off to Sarah Lawrence so I could learn the ‘refinement’ I needed to marry some rich bastard and pop out his kids.”
 
   “And let me guess, you met Katrina Knox your sophomore year and she turned you on to all that feminist claptrap about women should be in charge and whatnot?”
 
   “How can you be a woman and still be misogynistic?” Dalton shoots back.
 
   “It’s a gift.”
 
   “Well, honey, we aren’t all worth five billion dollars.”
 
   “Just a few hundred million?”
 
   “If you’re trying to say we’re anything alike, little girl, you can stop right there.  I am a soldier, not some cowboy trying to work out his psychological trauma by beating up criminals.”
 
   “So what’s all this?”
 
   “I’m going to finish what Kat started.”
 
   “Which is to make some kind of feminist paradise with Dr. Roboto’s toy?”
 
   “If you want to put it so cynically.”
 
   Midnight shrugs.  “Fine, I can understand wanting to avenge your girlfriend and all that.  Why did you do this to us?”
 
   “That’s where Kat and I differed.  She was always so hotheaded.  She thought you had to change the system from the outside.”
 
   “And you wanted to change it from within, which is why you joined the military.”
 
   “What is more symbolic of man’s control of the world than the US Army?  I figured if I could hack the basic training I might be able to make general someday, maybe even the Joint Chiefs.”
 
   “Maybe president after that?”
 
   “It was possible, at least back then.  But Kat was right:  I’d never crack the glass ceiling.  When I took the job as Storm’s aide, I thought it was my ticket to the top.  I mean here I was working with the most powerful people on Earth.  That had to count for something, didn’t it?”
 
   “You seem to be doing fine for yourself.”
 
   Dalton snorts at this.  “Yeah, right.  They passed me over for promotion to colonel.  It won’t be much longer and they’ll force me into retirement.”
 
   “So you and Knox hit on this scheme to use Roboto?”
 
   “It’s all thanks to you guys, really.  You dropped Roboto right into my lap.  I got to interrogating him and found out about this alien sex-changing ray of his.”
 
   “You couldn’t use it yourself, so you brought in Knox to do it for you.  This before or after you wiped her existence off every government mainframe?”
 
   “I’ve been doing that for years.  Every time she’d get busted, I’d break her out, wipe her old ID, and give her a new one.  When I found her the last time, she’d hooked up with a few other like-minded girls.”
 
   “And you gave them the idea for the Feminazi and her Merry Gals.”
 
   “I wish you’d stop interrupting so much.”
 
   “I’m just moving the story along.”
 
   “I can see why the others hated you so much.  You’re such a smart ass.  You think that really impresses anyone?  You don’t think we all know what a pathetic, broken little shit you are inside?”
 
   “I’ve been psychoanalyzed by better than you.”
 
   “I’ll admit it’s been no small pleasure to see you brought down to this, some skinny little nobody still pathetically trying to thumb her nose at the world.”
 
   “Is that why you haven’t shot me yet?”
 
   “I haven’t shot you because I want you to see the plan unfold.”  She grabs Midnight by the arm again.  Midnight could try to resist, but she wants to know what’s going on here.  From what she can see now, though, Dalton has completely gone around the bend.  She’s ready to kill millions of innocent people because she didn’t get a promotion and her lover was killed.
 
   At the same time, Midnight appreciates how well Dalton has executed her plan.  She orchestrated everything beautifully.  She pulled all the right strings to arrange things to suit her purposes.  It might be brilliant if it weren’t so damned crazy.
 
   Dr. Roboto’s throne room has been rebuilt since the last time Midnight saw it.  The damage made by her jet has been repaired to the point it’s impossible to see it.  Starla, Allison, and Elise are chained up as they were before, all three unconscious.  From the look of it, none of them have been hurt, just neutralized.
 
   “Welcome, Miss Holloway,” says the synthesized voice of Dr. Roboto.  He sits on his throne, his entire body gleaming with the same chrome finish as his monster.
 
   The reason for Dr. Roboto’s name is that he is a doctor and he is—now—a robot.  A cyborg is the more appropriate term.  When he lost a leg in a car accident, he found artificial legs to be inferior.  So he created a robotic one for himself.  He saw no reason to stop there.  He replaced one limb at a time, working with only his assistant, a servant robot he called Igor as a joke.  Midnight imagines the pain that must have been involved with each surgery, but when it was complete, Roboto’s entire body had been replaced with titanium alloy—everything except his brain.  He has tried to create an artificial brain for himself, but so far he hasn’t succeeded in one capable of holding all his knowledge.
 
   Roboto gets up from his throne and stomps over to Dalton and Midnight.  He stands about two feet taller than Midnight now and probably a half-ton heavier.  If she punched him, she’d break every bone in her arm.  The better solution would be to try her mini-EMP, but it’s on her utility belt, which she doesn’t have.
 
   He just about doubles her over when one metal hand rakes through her hair.  “You make an attractive young girl, Miss Holloway.  I would never have imagined such beauty was possible all the times we crossed swords over the years.”
 
   “You’ll make an attractive toaster when we get done with you.”
 
   “Your spirit is still the same.  That is good.  It will be perfect for the test.”
 
   “What test?”
 
   “For the weapon, of course.”  One of Roboto’s eyes glows red.  A hatch opens in the top of the room.  Through the hatch appears the weapon that changed Midnight and the others into women.  Only now it’s larger and she imagines many times more powerful.
 
   “So what’s your plan?  You’re going to use this on heads of state, CEOs, people like that?  Threaten to leave them that way if they don’t meet your price?”
 
   “You think much too small,” Roboto says.  He stomps over to start fiddling with the machine.
 
   “Like I said, we’re going to finish what Kat started,” Dalton says.  “We’re going to change the balance of power in the whole world, starting here in Japan, a country that for centuries has subjugated women.”
 
   “You’re going to turn everyone in Tokyo into a woman?”
 
   “That’s right.  It’ll level the playing field once and for all.”
 
   Midnight snorts at this.  “Sure.  Now all those rich male assholes running things will be rich female assholes.  Great plan.”
 
   She isn’t prepared for Dalton to pistol whip her.  Midnight tries to roll with the impact, but she’s too late.  She drops to her knees.  Tears bubble up in her eyes.  “I wouldn’t figure you’d understand.  We’re starting a revolution here.  Ordinary women will see they don’t have to be afraid anymore.  They don’t have to be intimidated or cowed by men and men’s rules anymore.”
 
   Midnight waits for Dalton to cackle like a maniac, but she doesn’t; she’s not that far gone yet.  Dalton does smile down on her.  “Your friends here have actually helped get the ball rolling.  The world’s seen what women can do now.  They’ve seen we’re just as powerful and capable as men.”
 
   “So that was why you brought us to the island?”
 
   “Actually Kat thought the ray would make you all into ordinary women to get you out of the way.  It worked in your case, but not the others.  I figured I might as well use the resources I have.”
 
   “So you staged all that press for a new Super Squad.  You probably even let Geiger, Inertia, and Killer Whale out, didn’t you?”
 
   “Guilty as charged.”  
 
   “And now what are you going to do with them?”
 
   “I’m going to make them martyrs for the cause.  They died heroically to save us from a man’s tyranny.”
 
   Midnight turns to Roboto.  “And you’re OK with this?  I mean, inside that Cuisinart you call a head, you are still a man.”
 
   “I’ve taken care of him,” Dalton says.  “With your help.  You remember that little program you wrote after the first time we went up against Roboto?”
 
   “The virus I came up with that’s supposed to incapacitate his decision-making functions,” Midnight says.  “I don’t recall giving you a copy.”
 
   “We found it in the wreckage of your plane, along with plans for a few other goodies you were holding back from us.”
 
   “Those were only plans,” Midnight says.  “I hadn’t even made prototypes yet.”
 
   “Well, then I guess we saved you some time and effort.”  Dalton puts a hand on Roboto’s shoulder.  “Thanks to you, Dr. Roboto is my obedient slave now.  And once his usefulness has ended, he can go to the junkyard.”
 
   “I guess you thought of everything then.  Congratulations.”
 
   “Thank you.”  She turns to Roboto and says, “Let’s get the first test underway.”
 
   “As you wish,” Roboto says.  Then he presses the button to start the machine.
 
   ***
 
   Melvin feels like a mouse in a maze as he follows the diagram of the monster’s interior on his cell phone.  The nightvision lenses Robin gave to him allow him to see as if it were bright as day inside.  Most of what he sees are gears, pistons, and hydraulic pumps two or three times bigger than him.  He’s tempted to study them, but there isn’t time.
 
   Robin told him he had to find the main relays for the device within five minutes.  He would have another three minutes to deactivate it with the instructions Robin left for him.  “Don’t be late,” she told him.  “The fate of the world depends on it.”
 
   From the watch on his wrist, he sees he only has a minute left to find the relays.  According to the map he’s still a ways away.  He picks up his pace, running as fast as he can through the machinery.  Robin is counting on him.  Robin and the entire world.
 
   Since he read his first Batman comic at age five, Melvin has dreamed of being a hero.  He never had the physical skills to make that dream a reality.  Even with Robin’s help, his body still isn’t anything like a comic book hero’s.  That doesn’t matter right now.  Right now all he needs to do is deactivate those relays.
 
   He’s a minute late when he reaches them.  The relays have an amber glow to them to indicate they’re active.  Each relay is twice as big as Melvin.  It would be impossible for him to shut them down by hand.
 
   He doesn’t need to do that.  He just has to attach a pair of clips like jumper cables to the first relay.  The clips are attached to a cord that plugs into his cell phone.  If Robin is right, this should allow him to access the controls of the relays to override them.
 
   The commands come up as Robin indicated.  He punches in the responses accordingly.  After a couple of minutes, he realizes something is wrong:  the relay isn’t shutting down.  The amber glow is actually getting stronger.  “What the hell?” he mutters. 
 
   He abandons the commands Robin told him to use.  Whoever programmed this system really knew what they were doing.  The encryption actually keeps changing in order to deflect his commands.  It’s a pretty clever system, but he can break it.  He needs a few more minutes—
 
   The amber glow around him turns to bright pink.  He hears a hum that’s louder than a ship’s foghorn.  From the glow, the hum, and the readings on the cell phone, he knows the relays are being put to use.  If he works quickly enough, maybe he can force an overload.
 
   He’s not quick enough.  There’s a surge of power through the relays that sends him flying through the air, until he smacks into a gear.  He crumples to the “floor,” where a wave of pain washes over him.  It feels like his entire body is on fire.  Through the haze of pain he sees his chest expanding before a veil of hair drops over his face.
 
   “Oh shit,” he squeaks before he passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   The world explodes with pink light.  Midnight drops to her knees and tries not to scream as her body burns with pain.  She knows what’s happening to her when her mask and hood droop over her face.  She’s getting smaller and smaller, her hands becoming lost in her sleeves and her pants pooling at her feet.
 
   Then she hears Dalton scream.  Midnight tosses her head back to shake off the hood; her mask slips down to hang from her neck like a necklace.  She sees Dalton has gotten a taste of her own medicine.  The major’s body has shrunk and lost most of its muscle tone, so that her uniform hangs off her like it’s still on the hanger.  Her breasts have shrunk to nubs and pimples have popped up on her face to indicate she’s just a teenager now, maybe fifteen at most.  Straight black hair hangs down to the middle of her back to make her look almost like her freshman yearbook picture.
 
   A gasp prompts Midnight to turn to the Super Squad.  They’ve undergone changes too.  Elise has undergone the most radical change.  She has become a real mermaid now with a glistening turquoise fish tail from the waist down.  Her upper body is covered in silvery-blue scales.  Her hair has turned into a lank green mess that puts Midnight in mind of seaweed.  From the way Elise’s gills flap impotently and the gasps escaping her mouth, it’s obvious she’s dying, a fish out of water.
 
   By comparison, Starla and Allison have gotten off light.  They’ve become funhouse mirror versions of themselves.  Starla’s body has turned so scrawny that her ribs are visible against the fabric of her costume.  Much of her hair has fallen out, to leave only a dry, boyish mop.  By contrast, Allison has ballooned with fat, to the point she’s probably four hundred pounds.  She’s so fat her chains actually bite into her gut and saggy biceps.
 
   The pink light finally fades away.  Before Midnight can scramble to her feet in her now clown-sized boots, one of Roboto’s hands grabs her by the front of her shirt.  Her legs and feet are pulled right out of her pants and boots.  That’s no problem since her shirt and vest cover her like a nightgown.
 
   In Roboto’s chrome finish, she sees the face of a little girl maybe seven years old at most.  Wavy copper hair falls past her waist and her pudgy cheeks turn red as she begins to cry.  “Lemme go!” she shrieks, kicking furiously at him, not that it does any good.
 
   “I must say this is a definite improvement,” Roboto says.  He keeps her in one hand while he stomps over to where Dalton lies in a heap.  
 
   Dalton fumbles around in her oversized uniform until she comes up with a square of black plastic.  She pushes a button on it, her cheeks getting redder with each press of the button.  She finally hurls the device to the ground and begins to cry.  “No, this isn’t supposed to happen!  You were supposed to use the device only on them!”
 
   He seizes Dalton with his other metal hand.  “Did you really think that program could control me?  Did you really imagine I would be your slave?”
 
   Midnight isn’t surprised the program didn’t work.  She had long ago determined it needed more refinement, but she hadn’t ever gotten around to making those changes.  Obviously Dalton’s programmers hadn’t either.  Why should they when it must have seemed to work so well?
 
   From behind them comes a wheeze.  Elise thrashes from side to side on her gurney as she struggles to breathe.  “You gotta get her in water,” Midnight says.  “Or she’ll die.”
 
   That’s probably what Roboto intends.  Midnight and Elise haven’t ever gotten along, but she deserves a better end than this.  They all do, except perhaps Major Dalton; she’s getting exactly what she deserves for betraying all the people who trusted her.
 
   To Midnight’s surprise, Roboto says, “Don’t worry, little one, I have prepared for this circumstance.”
 
   A hole opens up in the floor in front of Elise’s gurney.  The gurney tilts up to allow her to slide down into the hole, where Midnight hears a splash.  The hole in the floor opens wider, enough to allow a clear globe of water to rise.
 
   It’s a giant fish bowl, complete with a plastic castle and frogman.  Elise thrashes around in the water to free herself from the chains.  She’s finally able to free herself, but there’s nowhere for her to go.  She does a few laps of the bowl before she pounds against the glass.  “Let me out of here!” she shouts, her voice sounding as if she’s chewing on gravel.
 
   “I’m afraid if I do that, you’ll die,” Roboto says.  “It’s your choice.”
 
   Elise ponders this for a moment and then goes still.  “This isn’t over,” she grumbles.
 
   Midnight would like to believe that, but the fact the machine is still working indicates her ace-in-the-hole has failed.  She wonders what happened to Melvin.  Maybe he ran away after she dropped him.  Or maybe some of Dalton’s goons killed him.  Or maybe he died in the bowels of the machine.
 
   Tears come faster to her eyes as she knows his blood is on her hands.  She sent him to his death.  She should have done it herself.  Instead she left it up to an amateur, an amateur with a good heart and plenty of brains, but short on the street smarts necessary to survive in this business.  She knows better than that; that’s why she never worked with a sidekick before.
 
   “Now it is time to move on to the next phase of the plan,” Roboto says.  “I will require your assistance, Miss Dalton.”
 
   “Why would I help you?”
 
   “You don’t have a choice.”  Roboto’s red eyes begin to change colors in a seemingly random way.  Midnight knows what’s happening as she watches Dalton’s eyes widen and then become fixed.  “From now on, Miss Dalton, you will be my eager servant.  You will follow my commands without hesitation.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, Master.”
 
   Roboto’s eyes turn on Midnight.  They run through the same sequence.  By all rights the hypnosis should work on her too, except Midnight long ago trained her mind to resist all forms of mental manipulation.  Nevertheless, she forces her eyes to widen and fixate on Roboto’s eyes.  “And you, little Miss Holloway, will treat Miss Dalton as your big sister.  You will eagerly do what she—and by extension, me—tells you to do.  Is that understood?”
 
   “Yes, Master,” Midnight squeaks.
 
   “Very good.  Miss Dalton, tell your compatriots to come here so I may make use of them.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Roboto drops Dalton to the floor.  She reaches into her pocket for a radio.  She lowers her voice to make it sound more normal as she tells her men to come into the main chamber.  The voice that comes back has the higher pitch of a girl’s.  “We’re on our way.”
 
   “While we wait for them to arrive, you two can change.”  A closet opens behind Roboto.  Inside are an array of clothes for girls.  Roboto had clearly been planning for this outcome.
 
   He drops Midnight to the floor.  She cries out as pain overwhelms her childish tolerances.  She rubs her sore bottom until her “big sister” takes her hand.  “Come on, sweetie, let’s find you something pretty to wear.”
 
   *** 
 
   Midnight yearns to pull the ribbons out of her hair.  She’d like to take off this stupid plastic tiara too.  And cram this plastic scepter up whatever passes for Roboto’s ass.  But she can’t without tipping her hand.
 
   She isn’t sure what difference that would make since she’s only a little girl now, even punier than when she was a teenager.  There’s no one who can save her either, not with the Super Squad incapacitated and Melvin missing and probably dead.
 
   As for Dalton and her goons, they’re of no use now.  Dalton’s “men” have become a gaggle of pubescent girls like their leader.  They submitted to hypnosis just as readily too.  They all wear cheerleading outfits, as does Dalton, which Midnight finds somewhat appropriate since they’ve become Roboto’s cheerleaders now as he unfurls his scheme to take over the world.
 
   Midnight adjusts her tutu, trying to get it into something like a comfortable position.  Whatever Roboto has in mind, a part of Midnight wishes he’d get it over with and kill her already so she wouldn’t have to endure this humiliation.  The more disciplined part of her brain tells her to bide her time and look for an opening.
 
   Humiliation is clearly what Roboto has on his mind as he has Dalton and her fellow cheerleaders rig up a television camera.  Midnight is positioned on a tiny pink chair at one end of the camera’s field of vision while the rest of the Super Squad is assembled beside her.  Allison is free of her chains now, but from the way she sweats and wheezes, it’s clear she isn’t in any shape to fight.  Starla’s chains have been replaced by flimsy ribbon, the same type that holds Midnight’s hair in pigtails.   Starla strains at the ribbons, but now that she’s an eighty-five-pound weakling she can’t break them.  Elise continues to swim in her bowl, more helpless than any of them.
 
   Roboto finally takes his place in front of the camera with Dalton at his side and then motions for Dalton’s minions to turn it on.  “Greetings, people of Earth.  You may already be familiar with me.  For those who are not, I am Dr. Roboto.  Soon I will be your new ruler.
 
   “With me is my adorable assistant, the former Major Carrie Dalton.”  Dalton waves gleefully at the camera.  Roboto continues, “And behind me are your greatest champions, the Super Squad.  For those of you who are not familiar with them either, I will take a moment to acquaint you.”
 
   Roboto stands beside Elise’s tank.  “This is the Sea Hag.  This outcast of the ocean repulses all sea life with her pitiful cries.”  Elise pounds on the glass and shouts at him, which Midnight supposes only fits with Roboto’s description.
 
   He moves down the line to Allison.  He puts one hand to her protruding stomach.  “This is Flabby Gal, the world’s fastest eater.”  Allison’s sweaty face reddens and her fists clench, but she does nothing.  She’s smart enough to know there’s not much she can do like this.
 
   Roboto puts his hand on Starla’s shoulder.  “I’m sure you all know Anorexic Girl, the puniest woman on Earth.”  Starla thrashes against the ribbons that hold her fast like two-ton chains.  
 
   “You won’t get away with this!” Starla shouts in a voice even tinier than Midnight’s.
 
   “My dear, I already have gotten away with it.  For as the world can see, there is nothing anyone can do to stop me.  I have defeated your greatest warriors.”  Dalton bends down to scoop Midnight from her chair.  She presses Midnight to her chest the way a real big sister would.  Roboto pats her on her the head.  “Even the fearsome Midnight Cutie has been bent to my will.”
 
   Tears spring to Midnight’s eyes.  It doesn’t take much effort for her to shout pathetically, “I wanna go home!”
 
   “If you so-called leaders do not believe this demonstration, I have another prepared for you.  Soon you will see all of Tokyo reduced to my groveling minions like Miss Dalton and the ‘Super’ Squad.  There is nothing you can do to stop me.  Any who try to interfere will end up as these have.  Enjoy your last day of freedom, for the time of Dr. Roboto is at hand!”
 
   Roboto continues to laugh mechanically even after the camera cuts off.  Dalton grins like an idiot and says, “That was great, Master.”
 
   “It’s not going to work,” Starla says.  “The people of Earth aren’t going to sit by and let you do this.”
 
   “I’m sure even now they are preparing a nuclear strike against this position,” Roboto says.  “It will not matter.  Your foolish attack was only successful earlier because I allowed it to be so in order to draw you all here.  Any further retaliation will fail.”
 
   “You can’t hypnotize an entire planet,” Allison says.
 
   “I won’t need to hypnotize them.  You fools never understood the true purpose of the alien weapon.  Its ability to turn males into females was only a side effect.  Its real function is to quickly subdue an entire population by making them into weaklings.  Surely you noticed what became of Miss Holloway the first time.  Once the ray has done its work across the entire planet, the human race will be a bunch of puny cowards ripe for my dominion.”
 
   “That’s impossible,” Starla says.  “It hasn’t worked on us.”
 
   “It does not work the same on superhuman or alien DNA,” Roboto says.  “But it seems to have done well enough to neutralize you three.”  Roboto pats Midnight on the head.  “You can let her go play.  We have work to do.”
 
   Dalton lets Midnight go.  She gives Midnight a pat on the head like her boss.  “Have fun, sweetie.”
 
   “I will,” Midnight chirps.  She prances around in her ballerina costume, waving her plastic wand around like a fairy princess.  Once she’s sure no one is watching her, she hurries over to Starla.  The edges of the wand aren’t very sharp and Midnight’s muscles are nonexistent, but after a few minutes of work, she gets the ribbon to break away.  Starla collapses to the floor with a groan.  She struggles to get up until Allison finally hauls her up.
 
   “We gotta find a way outta here,” Midnight says.
 
   “What about Elise?”
 
   “We’ll come back for her later.”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Rob’s right,” Elise says.  “Just leave me.  Find a way to stop that son of a bitch.”
 
   “Let’s go!” Midnight says.  But by the time they can get across the room, Allison is winded and Starla has to prop herself against the wall to remain upright.  Midnight’s feet ache inside the impractical ballet slippers, but she’s not about to give up.
 
   She’s on her tiptoes, about to hit the door release, when it opens on its own.  Roboto stands there, red eyes blazing.  “Where do you fools think you’re going?”
 
   “I had to go potty,” Midnight says.
 
   “That seems unlikely.  I should have known mere hypnosis would not work on you.”  He yanks her into the air with one hand.  He gives her a little toss so his hand can catch her by the neck.  “Now you will pay.”
 
   “Leave her alone!” Starla shouts.  She throws a punch, but all it does is make her cry out in pain.  Midnight hears bones crack.  Undeterred, Starla opens her mouth, but all that comes out is a tiny puff of white smoke.
 
   Roboto grabs her by the neck.  He hurls her across the room.  Midnight is sure a few more bones crack as Starla lands hard.  Her body twitches, but she’s too weak to get back to her feet.  “You monster!” Allison shouts.  She charges forward, bumping Roboto with her gut like a sumo wrestler.  His metal body weighs too much for that to do any good.  He swats her across the face to bring her to her knees.  She kneels there, wheezing and bathed with sweat. 
 
   “You fools can do nothing to stop me,” Roboto says.  “Now you will see the next phase of my plan unfold.  Soon, Tokyo and then all of Japan will be mine.”
 
   Roboto’s eyes light up for a moment as he sends the command to activate his machine.  The room becomes bathed in light a moment later, but it’s bright red instead of pink.  Roboto’s grip on Midnight’s neck loosens as he flails around frantically.  “No, this cannot be!  Someone has tampered with the machine!”
 
   Even as pain washes over Midnight, she smiles.  Melvin did it.  He did even more than she expected of him.  He found a way not just to sabotage the machine, but also to reverse it.  As she lies on the floor, Midnight feels the seams of her leotard tear open as her body grows.  She hopes it will grow back into a man’s body, but it soon becomes clear it’s reverting back to that of a teenage girl.
 
   Beside her, Allison’s body thins into that of Velocity Gal again.  Midnight isn’t sure what has become of Starla and Elise until the former flies across the room to slam into Roboto.  This time when Starla punches Roboto, her fist tears through his armor plating.  She lifts him into the air with one hand and then slams him down onto the floor.
 
   “Master!” Dalton shrieks from the doorway.  She’s an adult again, but still under Roboto’s hypnosis apparently.  Behind her are a group of young women in ill-fitting cheerleader uniforms.  They turn to run, but Allison zips away to block their path.  Dalton’s troops drop onto the floor in cowering heaps.
 
   Dalton drops beside her master, cradling his body in her arms.  That is until Elise yanks Dalton to her feet by the hair.  “Don’t worry, you’ll get to see plenty of him when you’re both locked up in Gitmo,” Elise growls.
 
   Midnight picks up the remains of her pink leotard and tutu to try to cover her privates until she can locate her costume.  She drops both of these when a teenager with light brown hair and a pair of thick glasses resting on pimpled cheeks stumbles past Allison and Dalton’s minions.  Tiny breasts are visible against a black T-shirt with the Batman logo.  The girl’s face goes red as she stares at Midnight.  “Robin?”
 
   “Melvin?”  Midnight rushes forward to catch the girl before she faints.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Elise stands in front of the door and takes a deep breath.  She catches her reflection in a window and runs a hand over her top to smooth it down.  She shakes her head and then tries to fluff the top out to fit looser over her midsection.
 
   The intercom comes to life.  “Can I help you?”
 
   “Paul, it’s Elise…Ellis.  Remember me?”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “I want to talk for a couple of minutes.  Please?”
 
   There’s a long pause, during which she’s sure Paul has gone away, possibly to call the police.  Then she hears the door buzz and yanks it open.  She’s winded by the time she manages to climb up to Paul’s apartment.
 
   He doesn’t hug or kiss her or even shake her hand; he motions for her to come inside.  “You want anything to drink?” he asks.
 
   “Some water if it’s not too much trouble.”
 
   He nods towards the living room.  She sits demurely on the sofa with her hands on her stomach.  Paul must notice the slight bulge of her midsection as he asks, “Are you—?”
 
   “Three months,” she says.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “His name is Erek.  He’s a sculptor.”  She holds up her left hand, which has a gold ring topped with a pearl on one finger.  “We’re getting married next month.”
 
   “That’s great,” he says.
 
   “I’d have mailed you an invitation but it’s in Pacifica.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  He sits down on a chair to face her.  He stares patiently at her, waiting for her to get to the point.
 
   She gulps down most of the water before she says, “I wanted to ask if you would be my baby’s godfather.”
 
   “Shouldn’t it have a Pacifican godfather?”
 
   “They don’t really go in for that sort of thing.  I want someone on land who could care for him or her if something happens to me and Erek.”
 
   “I saw what Roboto did to you on TV.  That was pretty nasty stuff.”
 
   She nods and wipes at tears.  “It was terrible.”  That’s an understatement.  She had been seconds away from dying when Roboto put her in that tank, like she was a circus freak.  She had felt like a circus freak to see herself with a fish tail and scales.  When Roboto referred to her as Sea Hag, he’d probably been on to something.
 
   Elise had come close to death before, but never that close.  It had given her a new outlook on life.  She didn’t want to spend any more time waiting and playing games.  The second she could get away, she swam back to Erek’s workshop, where she found him chipping away at some coral.
 
   “I’m sorry I’ve been gone so long,” she said.
 
   He ran a hand through her hair and said, “Your devotion to the surface dwellers is admirable.”  He pulled her close for an embrace, any problems forgotten.  Soon they went back to his bedroom for some blissful make-up sex, during which Elise was certain she had gotten pregnant with Erek’s child.  
 
   As they floated beside each other, she said, “We should get married.”
 
   “Are you serious?”
 
   “Yes.”  She took his hand and smiled.  “I made the mistake before of not having the courage to marry someone I loved.  I’m not going to do it again.”
 
   He nodded and said, “I would be honored to marry you.”
 
   Elise relates some of this story to Paul.  She finishes by saying, “I’m sorry I never had the guts to do right by you.  We should have gotten married and to hell with what anyone in Pacifica or on the surface thought about it.  Can you ever forgive me?”
 
   At last Paul’s resolve breaks down and he wraps her in a hug.  “Of course I can.  I should have been more understanding when this happened to you.  Just because you were a woman didn’t mean I should have kicked you out.  Maybe we could have made it work.”
 
   “Probably not,” she says.  She puts a hand to his cheek.  “You like men and you always will.  So do I.  It’s just how things are.  But can we at least be friends?  Starla and Allison are nice, but there are some things I can’t really talk to them about, you know?  And Robin is still a jackass about most things.  I really need someone up here I can talk to.”
 
   “Of course, sweetie.  I’ve missed you.  There are other guys, but it’s not the same.  They don’t know me like you do.”
 
   “Erek is going to be gone all night looking for coral.  You think I could stay here tonight?  Or we could go to the atoll.  I can call Manny to give you a ride.”
 
   “Here is fine,” he says with a grin.
 
   She pats his arm and then heaves herself up to her feet.  So far her body isn’t too sore, but in six months she’ll be big as a house and probably one big ache.  “You want to go down to Whole Foods and get some mushrooms?  It’s been a while since I made ragout for anyone.”
 
   “Sounds divine,” he says.  He takes her hand to help her down the stairs, already protective of his godchild.
 
   *** 
 
   Apex Girl lands on the hood of the getaway car.  The driver foolishly tries to throw her off, as if she couldn’t just land on it again.  Since that didn’t work, he sticks a gun out to shoot at her.  She bats the gun away before he can get a shot off.  “I’d suggest you pull over and stop the vehicle,” she shouts at him.
 
   “Fuck you, cunt!”
 
   “You asked for it,” she says.  She brings both hands down on the hood to shatter the engine block.  The engine goes dead.  Starla hops off the car.  She’s tempted to let it coast along until it runs into something, but an innocent person might get hurt, so she scoops it up by the rear bumper to bring it to a stop.
 
   By the time she drops the car onto the pavement, the driver is shaking with fear.  She tears off the door and then rips him from the vehicle.  “You shouldn’t talk to a lady like that,” she says before she hits him just hard enough to knock him out.
 
   There’s applause from some of the bystanders.  Starla nods to them and then says, “Safe and courteous drivers are better drivers.”  Then she takes off into the air.
 
   She’s back in her office at the Star a few seconds before Kate knocks on the door.  “You been exercising in here?” she asks.
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re all flushed.”
 
   “Oh.  Right.  I was just doing some stretches,” Starla says.  She does a few in her chair for demonstrative purposes.  “This chair gets to be a little uncomfortable after a while.”
 
   “Well, I hate to pile on, but here’s my feature on the G20 summit.  Larry wants it by three.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Hey, I heard there’s this new club opening on Longview.  Thought maybe we could check it out.”
 
   “Actually I have plans tonight,” Starla says.
 
   “Really?  Who’s the lucky guy?”
 
   Starla’s face turns warm as she says, “Oh, it’s not a date.  Just going out with Billy and some of his friends.  You could probably come with us—”
 
   “No, that’s all right,” Kate says.  “You guys have fun.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Starla should probably savor the look of disappointment on Kate’s face as she’s the one to be stood up, but Starla doesn’t.  There’s a part of her that still loves Kate and probably always will, but she realized her biological father was right that it would never work between them.
 
   This realization came after the fight with Roboto.  After that brief time when she had been so weak and powerless, she had vowed not to feel that way again.  Yet when she thought about it, she realized she’d felt that way often enough when around Kate.  Kate had always been like gamma rays to Starla, crippling her and leaving her impotent.  She couldn’t go through that anymore.
 
   Her first day back at the Star, Kate hadn’t been around.  She was of course in Tokyo to report on the massive cleanup after Roboto’s attack.  Starla had been in her office, going over Kate’s latest story, when Billy knocked on the door.  
 
   He had a bouquet of daffodils in one hand.  “Hi, Miss Marsh.  I heard you were back, so I thought I’d bring you something to cheer you up.”
 
   She took the flowers from him and smiled.  “That’s so thoughtful of you.”  She looked around her office, but there wasn’t anything to use for a vase, so she just set them on the desk until she could find something.  She gave him a hug, careful not to crack any of his ribs.  “Thank you so much.”
 
   “I wanted to say too I’m sorry about the other night.  So are the guys.  We didn’t mean to hurt your feelings.”
 
   “Oh, no, you didn’t.  It was my fault.  I’ve been getting out of a bad relationship.”
 
   “That’s too bad.  Say, Dave and Mike and I are going out to a movie tonight.  You want to come along?”
 
   “Sure,” Starla said.  It seemed the least she could do after Billy brought her such nice flowers.
 
   The movie they went to was a superhero one.  Starla cringed as the titles came up.  She saw enough real-life superhero action that she didn’t need to see it on the screen.  But as the movie went on, she found herself starting to enjoy sitting in the dark with Billy and his friends, stuffing popcorn into her face.  It was the most relaxed she’d felt in years.
 
   They went out to a diner afterwards for coffee and pie.  She listened to them dissect the movie with a connoisseur’s eye.  Billy finally asked her, “What did you think?”
 
   She gulped down her bite of coconut crème pie to buy some time.  Finally she smiled and said, “It was really fun.”
 
   “Well of course she’d like it,” Mike said.  “Girls don’t know anything about superheroes.”
 
   She smiled broader at that.  The conversation carried on with her adding a word or two here and there.  Like the movie, it felt good just to be in the simple flow of things without having to worry about anything serious.
 
   Before she knew it, she and Billy and his friends were going out almost nightly.  Once they adjusted to the fact she was a girl, they became more comfortable around her.  Soon enough she was one of the gang and to her surprise she liked it even more than being a part of the Super Squad.
 
   At five o’clock she gets her coat and then hurries by Kate’s desk, where Kate is working on the carjacking piece that will probably be in Starla’s inbox soon.  Starla doesn’t say anything; she just slinks past to the elevator.  Once the doors close, she breathes a sigh of relief.
 
   Billy, Mike, and David are already in line at the theater.  Billy’s eyes widen at her.  “Wow, that costume is amazing,” he says.
 
   She runs her hand over her Apex Girl uniform.  “Thanks.  I spent all night sewing it.”  
 
   Billy and his friends are all dressed up in superhero costumes for the movie premiere tonight.  So are most of the people in line.  For once Starla doesn’t feel out of place in her uniform.  If anything, she feels underdressed.
 
   She smiles to see a couple of little girls dressed up like her.  She remembers what Robin said about Dalton’s plan.  Maybe that revolution is already happening on a small scale.  Maybe in a generation or two there won’t be any more men like Ty Lecau who see women as an object.  That’s something to hope for.
 
   “Are you all right?” Billy asks.
 
   “Just super,” she says and they laugh at her bad joke.  Then she goes into the theater with her new friends.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison rubs the bridge of her nose and then takes a sip of cold coffee.  She should probably go out to get some fresh—if there’s any fresh.  She isn’t sure if anyone else is still around at two in the morning.  The janitor, she supposes, but he probably doesn’t put on a pot of coffee for anyone working late.
 
   She studies the blueprints of the weapon on the screen.  In three months she hasn’t made much progress in identifying where it came from.  Not even Dr. Roboto had any idea about that.  He had obtained it third- or fourth-hand from the black market.
 
   Allison’s not going to give up, though.  Even if she has to spend the rest of her life on this project, she’s going to find a way to reverse the effects.  Not only so she can be a man again to reclaim her family, but so no one can pick up where the Feminazi, Major Dalton, and Dr. Roboto had left off.  Never again will someone have to go through what she, her friends, Major Dalton’s soldiers, and that innocent boy who’d come with Robin had endured.  That’s Allison’s mission.
 
   She has been so wrapped up in it that she hasn’t put on her Velocity Gal costume in six weeks.  It might seem callous, but she doesn’t have time to deal with purse-snatchers and burglars right now.  Nor does she have the time to run over to Paris to pound absinthe with Raul. 
 
   The thought of him makes her cheeks warm.  She hasn’t seen him since that night at the hotel, but she keeps thinking about it.  She wonders what would have happened if he had continued until he came.  Would she have come eventually?  Would that have changed her?  Would she like men now?  As a scientist, she knows it isn’t that easy, but then maybe her reluctance to be with a man was only psychological; if she got over that hurdle maybe it would be easier to be with someone else.
 
   Someone knocks on the door.  Allison gets up, figuring it must be the janitor to take out the trash or sweep the floor.  “I’m fine,” she says.  “You can—”
 
   She stops when she sees it’s Sally at the door.  Sally holds a glass dish covered in tinfoil.  “I brought you some dinner.  I know how you skip meals when you’re busy.”
 
   Allison lifts the tinfoil to see it’s tuna casserole.  She has never much liked casserole, but it’s the thought that counts.  “Thank you.  How did you get in here?”
 
   “A security guard let me in.  I think they’re a little worried about you.  The one called you Howard Hughes.”
 
   “I’m not peeing into mason jars or saving my fingernails,” Allison says.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   They both laugh politely.  Allison motions for Sally to step inside.  “This place is really…small,” Sally says.
 
   “I know, but I’m getting used to it.”
 
   “Would you mind if I sit down?  I wanted to talk to you about something.”
 
   “Go ahead.”  
 
   Sally pulls up a stool.  She looks down at the linoleum.  “We never got a chance to talk about what that awful man—robot, whatever—did to you.  When I saw you on the TV—”
 
   Sally’s voice trails off.  Allison pats her hand.  “It’s all right.  I’m fine now.  I’m even thinner than I was before.”
 
   “It’s just that I thought I would lose you…again.  After I’d been such a bitch to you.”
 
   “No, Sally—”
 
   “I was.  I should have been glad you came back, even like this, but I was just so angry with you.”  She stops to wipe at her eyes.  “It hurt so much when they said you were dead that when you came back I didn’t want you to because I knew I could lose you again, forever this time.  Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Yes.  And I’m sorry I came back.  I shouldn’t have done it.  I should have stayed away from you both.”
 
   “No.  We’re your family.  Always.  Even if you’re a girl or fat or whatever, you’re always going to be my husband.”
 
   “Sally, we both know I can’t be your husband.  Not until I figure out a way to fix what happened.”
 
   “You don’t have to fix anything.  I love you, Allison.  That’s all that matters.”  To prove this, Sally leans forward to kiss Allison.  It isn’t a peck on the cheek like when Allison spent the night; it’s a full-blown French kiss with Sally’s tongue in Allison’s throat.  When Allison closes her eyes, it feels just the way she remembers, like on their wedding day.
 
   “I think I’m ready to try experimenting again,” Sally whispers into her ear.
 
   “You are?”
 
   Sally answers this by sweeping some papers off Allison’s desk.  She helps Allison to lie down on it.  They fumble with each other’s zippers and buttons until they’re finally naked.  Allison’s face warms as she says, “I don’t really know what to do.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I can show you.”
 
   When Allison comes, the feeling is far more powerful than she ever imagined.  The rush is almost like the night of the accident that turned her into Velocity Man.  It’s like there’s electricity running through her entire body.  
 
   After the feeling ebbs, she and Sally lie on the floor of the lab in each other’s arms.  Sally brushes sweaty hair back from Allison’s face.  “You know, Jenny’s been missing Aunt Ally.”
 
   “She has?”  That doesn’t seem likely from what Allison remembers.
 
   “Yes.  I think she’d be really happy if we told her Aunt Ally is moving in with us.”
 
   “You’re serious?”
 
   “Would I be here if I weren’t?”
 
   “Good point.”  Allison looks up at her computer, the diagrams of Roboto’s weapon still on the screen.  As much as she wants to move in with Sally and Jenny, she can’t just abandon her work to spend time with them.  “I have so much work, though.”
 
   “I’m sure we can work something out.  I want to have you close again.  Please?”
 
   In the end, Allison can’t resist.  This is exactly what she has wanted since she first woke up as a woman.  “You know I can’t say no to you.”
 
   “Great.  Now, I think we’d better get dressed before that janitor comes in here.”  They laugh and then start to round up their clothes.  Once they’re finished, Sally gives Allison a kiss on the cheek.  “I’ll see you at home.”
 
   “I’ll be there.”
 
   *** 
 
   Robin brushes aside a tress of hair and frowns in the mirror.  “I hate it,” she says.
 
   “You look like a very pretty young woman,” Jasper says.
 
   “That’s the problem.”
 
   “Now, Mistress, you know what the therapist says.”
 
   “I know.  I shouldn’t act all butch.  Accept my new self, blah blah blah.”
 
   Jasper checks his watch.  “Your date should be here any minute.”
 
   “God, don’t call it that.  We’re just going together—as friends.”
 
   “Yes, of course.  As friends.”
 
   Robin frowns into the mirror again.  She hasn’t looked so girly since Dr. Roboto dressed her up as “Midnight Cutie.”  The light green dress with all its frills and pleats makes her want to barf.  The nylons are even worse.  And these goddamned heels; whoever invented those had to be a sadistic man.
 
   She’s about to get up when Jasper stops her.  He has a flat black velvet box.  When he opens it, Robin puts a hand to her mouth in shock.  “I can’t wear that,” she says.
 
   “I think your mother would want you to wear them on a night like this.”
 
   “Jasper, please.  I don’t want to.”
 
   “Come now, Mistress Robin, just try it on.”
 
   “Fine, but only for a second.  Then you can put it back in the vault.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   Her hair is already pinned up, so it’s easy enough for him to slip the silver necklace on her.  The leaf-shaped emeralds along the necklace wink at her in the light.  Robin remembers when she was a little boy and had watched Dad give Mom this necklace for Valentine’s Day.  “For the most beautiful woman in the world,” he said and then kissed her, which had made Robin turn away.
 
   “It is quite fetching if I must say,” Jasper says.
 
   She touches the necklace with one hand.  A tear leaks from her right eye.  More threaten to come out and ruin her mascara and eyeliner before she even gets to the door.  Mom had worn this necklace every day—except the one she died.  Then it had been at the jeweler’s to have the clasp repaired after Robin had torn it when latching onto his mother’s neck.  Though it was stupid, Robin had blamed the necklace—and herself—for their deaths that night.  Robin had kept it locked up in the vault since Mom’s death, not having the heart to get rid of something so beautiful.
 
   “I’ll take it off,” Jasper says.
 
   “No,” she whispers.  “I…I think you’re right.  I think Mom would want me to have it.”
 
   She dabs at her eye with a tissue and then stands up.  “I’d better get downstairs.”
 
   She’s on the last step when there’s a knock on the door.  Robin brushes a hand along the dress while Jasper hurries past to get the door.  She waits on the bottom step for him to usher Robin’s “date” inside.
 
   Melanie Amis shuffles into the foyer, her head looking down.  She wears a pale yellow dress that’s just as frilly as Robin’s.  She hasn’t mastered heels yet, so she wears flats, which will at least help to even out the height difference between them.  Like Robin’s, her brown hair is pinned back with one tendril framing the right side of her face.
 
   “Hi,” Melanie says.
 
   “You’re looking very fetching tonight, Miss Amis.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   When Melanie looks up, Robin sees she ditched the glasses, at least for tonight.  “You got contacts?” Robin asks as she walks across the foyer.  
 
   “Mom says they bring out my ‘natural beauty,’” Melanie says.  A little of her old spirit returns when she says, “I wanted to get some red ones or maybe yellow ones.”
 
   “That would have been awesome.”
 
   “If you girls wouldn’t mind, I’d just like to get a picture,” Jasper says.
 
   Robin squeezes in tight against Melanie.  They both smile slightly before Jasper pushes the button.  He takes a half-dozen shots, not understanding the mechanics of a digital camera.  “You girls have a nice time,” he says.  “Remember, your curfew is midnight.”
 
   “I know,” Robin says.
 
   “And no monkey business.”
 
   “I’m sure we don’t have to worry about uncovering criminal conspiracies at the prom.”
 
   “That may be so, but I know you.”
 
   “We aren’t going to get in any trouble.  We’re going to go, drink some stupid punch, listen to some crappy music, and come home, all right?”
 
   “That a girl.”
 
   She leans up to kiss him on the cheek.  Then she takes Melanie’s hand to lead her outside, to where the limo is waiting.  They could have had Jasper drive, but Melanie’s mother insisted on using their car.  She has gotten much more protective of her son since he became her daughter.
 
   Once they’re on their way, Robin pats Melanie’s knee.  “You look nice.”
 
   “Thanks.  So do you.  That necklace is really pretty.”
 
   “It belonged to my mom.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   Robin sighs and turns to the window.  Since Melvin became Melanie, she’s become so shy.  It is a big change, as Robin knows all too well, but it shouldn’t have changed her personality that much.  Sometimes Robin wonders if she should ask Allison to run some tests to check for some abnormality.  Maybe Roboto’s ray had done something to her mind the way it had Major Dalton, turning her into a simpering coward.
 
   But Robin suspects it’s just plain old psychological trauma.  She wouldn’t think it would be this hard for Melanie since she wasn’t a jock or anything like that.  How big of a difference was it to be a female geek instead of a male one?
 
   She turns back to Melanie and says, “I’m glad you decided to come.  I’d hate to do this by myself.”
 
   Her new therapist, Dr. Kitty Hanover, had suggested Robin go to the senior prom to aid her “transition.”  As if wearing this stupid five hundred dollar dress and these ludicrous heels and Mom’s necklace would have her baking cookies and entering beauty pageants or whatever she and Jasper thought Robin should be doing with her life.
 
   Even if Dr. Hanover hadn’t suggested it, Robin would have asked Melanie to come.  For one thing only losers showed up alone and who else could Robin ask?  She doesn’t have any other friends at Swearingen.  There was that three hundred pound kid with the harelip who had asked her out.  At the moment Harelip might be more scintillating conversation.
 
   When the limo stops at the curb by the hotel hosting the prom, Melanie remains frozen in place.  “We’re here,” Robin says.  “Come on.”
 
   “I don’t want to go,” Melanie whispers.  “They’ll all make fun of me.”
 
   “No one will make fun of you.”
 
   “They all think I’m a freak.”
 
   “They thought that before you became a girl.”
 
   “That’s not funny.”
 
   Robin leans forward to brush the stray lock of hair behind Melanie’s ear.  “Mel, I know it’s hard.  It hasn’t been a cakewalk for me either—”
 
   “But no one knows you used to be a boy.  They all know who I used to be.”
 
   “Listen to me, Mel.  You don’t have to take any shit from those trust fund brats in there.  You’re a hero.  You saved all their lives.  You saved my life.  Hell, you saved the Super Squad!  If it weren’t for you, Roboto would have turned all of them into sissies who’d be doing his bidding.  So stop feeling sorry for yourself and walk in there with your head up.  
 
   “Maybe those jerks think you’re a freak, but so what?  I know you’re smart and brave and sweet—”  She stops as her lips touch Melanie’s.  She has never wondered what it’s like to kiss a girl as a girl, but it doesn’t seem any different than she remembers.  The only difference is this is Melanie, her best friend.  Her only friend.  She pulls back.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Melanie’s eyes are wide.  She blinks a few times and then whispers, “That was awesome.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “Can we try it again?”
 
   It’s twenty minutes of kissing and pawing later when they finally go into the hotel’s ballroom for the prom.  They walk in arm-in-arm to display their confidence.  Heads turn in their direction.  Melanie stiffens as there are a few snickers, but Robin keeps her from running away.  “It’s all right.  I’ve got you.”
 
   They go over to the bar for a couple of Shirley Temples.  Robin would love a real drink, but this is a high school event so all the booze is put away.  She and Melanie squeeze into a corner to sip from their cups.
 
   The bad girl who harassed Robin the day she and Melvin met stomps up to them with her entourage in tow.  They’re dressed in everyday clothes as their way to protest against the establishment or whatever.  The bad girl sneers at Robin.  “Brought your girlfriend, huh?”
 
   “So did you.”
 
   “You think you’re funny, pipsqueak?” the girl shoves Robin back into the wall.  “You and the freak should go to one of those lesbian bars to hang out with the rest of the queers.”
 
   “Leave us alone,” Melanie says quietly.
 
   “Or what?  You’ll cry like a little bitch and have your girlfriend save you?”
 
   “No.”  Melanie does a textbook leg sweep to knock the girl off her feet.  This is followed by a kick to the girl’s midsection.  “I’ll save myself.”
 
   The girl’s entourage glares at Melanie.  Robin takes a step forward.  “You girls want to throw down, we’re ready.  Or you can take Princess here and get lost.”
 
   The girls study Robin and Melanie for a moment.  Then they grab their leader by the armpits to haul her away.  Robin’s sure they’ll plot revenge for on Monday, but for now she and Melanie have won.  
 
   Robin pats Melanie on the shoulder.  “That was great.  You’re a quick learner.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Perhaps for the sake of irony, the DJ plays “Endless Love,” which Robin remembers from her first senior prom.  Back then she had danced with Stacey Chang, who had been the only non-white girl who wasn’t serving drinks.  During the dance Robin had copped a feel of Stacey’s ass, which had prompted her to slap Robin.
 
   “How are your dance moves?” she asks Melanie.
 
   “Um—”
 
   “Come on, it’s not much different than fighting.  Only no one gets hurt.”  She takes Melanie’s hand and drags her out onto the dance floor.  “Just lean up against me and take it nice and slow.”
 
   Robin keeps her hand on Melanie’s back as they glide along the dance floor.  Melanie rests her head on Robin’s shoulder.  Robin can hear her friend crying softly.  “What’s wrong?  If it’s about that girl—”
 
   “No.  I’ve…I’ve been wanting to do this with you for months.  Since you saved me from Barf.  After what happened…I didn’t think I’d ever get to.”
 
   “Well you were wrong, weren’t you?”
 
   Melanie looks up at her with tears in her eyes.  “I love you.”
 
   Robin comes to a stop on the dance floor.  Her mouth opens but no sound will come out.  She hasn’t said the L-word to anyone since Christy Connor was butchered.  She hadn’t let herself get involved with anyone since then, to protect herself—and them.  But as Jasper would be quick to point out, she’s not Midnight Spectre anymore.  She’s just Robin Holloway, a scrawny little high school senior with a C- average.  
 
   “I…I love you too,” she whispers.
 
   “You mean it?”
 
   “Would I have tongued you in the limo if I didn’t?” she says, trying to put some of her old sarcasm into the words.  They stagger off the dance floor, back to their corner as the song winds down.
 
   “I didn’t mean to ruin the moment.”
 
   “No, you didn’t ruin anything.”
 
   “I wanted to say it in the hospital, but Mom was always around or a nurse and then I wasn’t sure how you felt about me and by the time I got back to school it was easier not to say it, you know?”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Are you mad?”
 
   “What?  No.  I’m just…surprised.  The way you’ve been acting since the change, I didn’t really expect it.”
 
   “Well, I wouldn’t have tongued you in the limo if I didn’t, would I?”
 
   “Smart ass,” Robin says with a smile.  She takes Melanie’s hand.  “Come on, Jasper’s not expecting us until midnight.  Let’s ditch these losers and have some fun.”
 
   They’re back in the limo making out when Robin’s phone rings.  From the ringtone, she knows it’s Jasper.  “It’ll go to voicemail,” she whispers to Melanie.
 
   It doesn’t, which means he must be using the phone in the bunker.  That can only mean it’s an emergency.  “Hold on,” she says, leaving Melanie with her lips puckered in mid-kiss.  She takes the phone out of her purse.  “What’s up?”
 
   “Colonel Storm just called.”
 
   “Storm?  I thought he retired.”
 
   “It appears he’s been reactivated since Major Dalton’s arrest.”
 
   “Oh.  What does he want?”
 
   “He wouldn’t give specifics, but he indicated there’s a grave threat to national security.”
 
   “So?  Have him call Starla or Allison.  That’s what they’re on the payroll for.”
 
   “He already has.  He indicated he would like you to sit in on the briefing.  Only as a consultant, of course.”
 
   Robin looks over at Melanie, who’s wearing a concerned look.  The last time Robin stuck her nose in a grave threat to national security Melvin ended up as Melanie.  Robin promised herself after that she would retire Midnight Spectre.  Still, if it’s only as a consultant—
 
   Melanie snatches the phone from her.  “We’ll be right there,” she says and then pushes the off button.
 
   “You heard that?”
 
   “I got the gist.”
 
   “Look, Mel, you can’t be part of this.  Not after what happened—”
 
   “No, Rob, you’re right:  I’m a hero.  We’re heroes.  We saved the Super Squad.  We saved the whole world.  We can’t quit now when the world needs us.”
 
   “They only asked for me.  You can stay home, where it’s safe.”
 
   “The hell with that.  We’re a team:  Midnight Spectre and the Outcast, remember?”
 
   Robin considers this for a moment.  The pleading in Melanie’s eyes is finally too much for her.  “Let’s do it.”
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Chapter 1
 
   Apex Girl has been inside military courtrooms before.  In her previous life as Stan Shaw, mild-mannered reporter for the Atomic City Star, he had often covered trials of soldiers accused of misdeeds.  This is the first time that she has gone as a superhero—and as a victim.
 
   Starla Marsh shifts uncomfortably in her chair as she glances over at the accused.  The former Major Carrie Dalton—now a mere civilian—sits at her table with a dopey grin plastered to her face.  It’s the same dopey grin she has worn throughout the trial.  Her army lawyer had tried to argue that since Dr. Roboto had hypnotized her, Dalton’s mind had become equivalent to that of a mentally challenged teenager.  This argument had fallen on deaf ears, but as Starla watches Dalton, she can believe it.
 
   The doors at the front of the room open and everyone gets to their feet as the tribunal returns.  While Dalton seems unconcerned, Starla and the rest of Dalton’s victims tense up.  Even Midnight Spectre—by far the hardest of them psychologically—lets a flicker of concern flash across her face for a moment.
 
   As the tribunal judges sit down, Starla does the same.  So does everyone except Dalton, who has to be yanked down by her lawyer.  Though it’s unbecoming for a superhero, Starla wrings her hands as she waits for the sentence to be read.
 
   An army general reads the verdict.  For her treasonous actions against the United States and the world, Dalton is sentenced to death by firing squad.  He bangs his gavel to finalize the verdict.
 
   “Can I go home now?” Dalton asks with the high-pitched sunniness of a little girl.  Her lawyer whispers something into her ear, but it’s clear Dalton doesn’t understand she’s going to die as soon as the government can manage it.
 
   “About fucking time,” Midnight Spectre grumbles.
 
   Starla knows she should agree with this sentiment, but she doesn’t.  She always tries to avoid killing her enemies, believing everyone has a bit of good in them that with the right nurturing can come out.  But she also believes in the fairness and impartiality of the justice system.  That system has decreed Dalton will die.  There’s nothing Apex Girl can do about it without violating her principles.  And as much as she hates to admit it, Dalton probably does deserve it for working with Dr. Roboto to try to change all of the world’s men into women, as she’d done to Apex Girl and the rest of the Super Squad.
 
   Velocity Gal pats her hand.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Starla says.  She tries to smile.  That’s harder when she sees Kate King among the throng of reporters outside the courtroom.
 
   Given the number of times Kate has interviewed her over the last year, Starla’s not surprised when Kate steps up to her to ask, “How do you feel about the verdict?”
 
   “I feel that justice has been done,” Starla says.
 
   “Are you going to be there for the execution?”
 
   “I hope not.”  She tries to escape, but Kate blocks her path.  With a flick of her hand she can send Kate flying down the corridor, but she won’t; Kate is doing her job with her usual amount of tenacity.
 
   “Do you have anything to say to Dalton?”
 
   “No.  I want to get past this.”
 
   When she sees Billy Leyton heading towards her with his camera, Apex Girl finally does brush Kate aside, albeit gently.  She can’t run quite as fast as Velocity Gal, but it’s fast enough to get her out of the building.  Once she’s safely outside, she takes to the air.
 
   She never likes Billy to get too close to her.  If he does, he might recognize her as Starla Marsh, the Star’s copy editor who has become Billy’s good friend in the last year.  That might not only make things awkward between them but also put Billy in danger.
 
   She doesn’t fly very far, only to Andrews Air Force Base.  A plane is already on the runway to take Dalton back to Guantanamo Bay in Cuba.  It’s always a sad irony that Dalton is locked up with so many of the villains she and the Super Squad put into the high security wing.
 
   Velocity Gal is of course already there; it probably took her a half-second to get here from the courtroom.  At the moment she has a cell phone pressed to one ear.  “I’ll be home a little late tonight,” she says, no doubt to her wife Sally.  “I’ll try to get back before Jenny’s in bed.  OK, I love you too.”
 
   Velocity Gal’s cheeks redden a bit as she realizes Starla is there.  “You feeling better now?”
 
   “A little.  Being around her in that courtroom makes things fresh, you know?” 
 
   “I know, but at least it will be over soon.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Starla would like to believe that, but she knows it won’t ever be over.  Whenever she looks in the mirror she has to see what Dalton, with help from Dr. Roboto and a friend going by the name of the Feminazi, had done to her.  While she’s relatively comfortable in her life as Starla Marsh, she still mourns the loss of Stan Shaw’s life, especially his adopted parents.  Starla could go to them and tell them what happened to her, but she hasn’t been able to bring herself to do it.  She figures it’s better for them to keep thinking their son is dead than to unload another big shock on them.
 
   She forces herself to smile and then asks, “How are you and Sally?”
 
   “Hanging in there.  It’s Jenny I’m worried about.  She’s still having nightmares.  The therapist says we shouldn’t worry, but it’s been a year.  Shouldn’t she have gotten over it by now?”
 
   “It is a big shock losing a parent.  Look at Robin.”
 
   “Well, I hope Jenny doesn’t grow up to be a vigilante.”
 
   “I’m sure it’ll all turn out fine.  She needs more time.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Velocity Gal shakes her head.  “It’s so horrible, hearing her scream for me and yet I can’t be there for her, not really.  I mean, things between us aren’t like they were, but I’m still Aunt Ally, not Daddy.  You know?”
 
   Starla, never having any children, doesn’t really know, but she nods.  “It’ll get better.”
 
   Before Velocity Gal can respond there is the screech of jets nearby.  A black, arrowhead-shaped plane touches down on the tarmac.  From the cockpit comes the last three members of the Super Squad.
 
   “Next time I want to fly it,” the Outcast whines.
 
   “When you can afford to buy one, then you can fly it,” Midnight Spectre says.
 
   “Don’t you two ever shut up?” Mermaid snaps.  She stomps over to Apex Girl and Velocity Gal.  “How much longer until they get here?”
 
   “Should be about twenty minutes,” Midnight Spectre says, glancing at her phone.
 
   “Damn it,” Mermaid grumbles.  “I promised Erek I’d be back for the evening feeding.”
 
   “So go,” Midnight Spectre says.  “We don’t need you.”
 
   “I’m not going until I’m sure that bitch is back in her cell.”  Mermaid turns to Starla.  “Why don’t you go pick her up and fly her back?”
 
   “Because they don’t trust her,” Midnight Spectre says.  “They don’t trust any of us.”
 
   “But they’re the ones who screw everything up,” the Outcast adds.  She tries to put a hand on Midnight Spectre’s shoulder, but the shorter girl shrugs it away.  
 
   “What have I told you about doing that in public?” 
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   While the teenagers argue, Starla thinks about what Midnight Spectre said.  It’s true that Colonel Storm and the US military don’t trust her or any of the Super Squad.  Their working relationship has always been tenuous at best, even before Dalton and the Feminazi turned them into women.  Since then it’s only gotten worse; Colonel Storm is the old school type who continues to think women are better-suited as secretaries than soldiers.  It seems odd he would have picked Dalton as his aide, but Starla supposes he might not have had much of a choice about it.
 
   In this case, Starla is glad for Storm’s attitude.  She doesn’t want to be around Dalton; she certainly doesn’t want to carry the woman hundreds of miles back to prison.  She’d much rather keep a barrier between them.  If Apex Girl were carrying Dalton, it would be too tempting to drop the horrible woman into the ocean or a volcano or simply fly her upwards until she dies from a lack of oxygen or burns up in the atmosphere.
 
   Her infrared vision kicks on, as it always does when she gets too angry.  To mask this anger, she says, “I’m going to check things out.”
 
   She launches herself back into the safety of the air.  It doesn’t take her long to find the convoy carrying Dalton.  Midnight Spectre’s estimate is probably right.  In about twenty minutes they should be at the airport—
 
   A flash of heat pops up in her vision.  There’s an explosion seconds later.  Apex Girl swoops down for a closer look, but she can’t see where the explosion came from.  She turns off the IR vision to use her much-better-than-average regular vision.  With it, she can see a couple of black shapes off to either side of the road.  That must be who attacked the convoy.
 
   As she swoops down, she says into her radio, “There’s trouble about ten miles from the base.  The convoy is under fire.”
 
   “I’m on my way,” Velocity Gal says.
 
   “We’re on our way,” Midnight Spectre amends.
 
   Apex Girl lands on the road beside the personnel carrier with Dalton inside.  She uses her IR vision for a moment to determine the woman is still inside.  Then she searches for who’s firing at the convoy.
 
   It becomes clear why her IR vision didn’t see anything:  the black shapes attacking the convoy are robots!  She finds this out when she punches the first one she sees.  The robot collapses into a bunch of spare parts.  Two more whirl on her and fire missiles like those that were fired at the convoy.  The missiles hit her square in the chest, but explode harmlessly.
 
   As she grabs the robots to smash their heads together, she’s joined by Velocity Gal.  “What took so long?” Starla teases.
 
   She has finished off the last of the robots when an explosion knocks her and Velocity Gal off their feet.  She turns in time to see a plume of flame rising from where Dalton’s APC had been.  “Oh no.”
 
   She hurries back to the convoy, though Velocity Gal is there first.  To her horror, Starla sees Velocity Gal cradling Colonel Storm against her.  Parts of his uniform jacket are scorched while others are stained with blood.  The grizzled soldier glares up at them with a face smeared with ash and blood and growls, “Goddamned women.”
 
   Then he passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Starla has to frequently pause in reading the article in her inbox to wipe tears from her eyes.  Forty-six dead counting Dalton.  Another fifteen, including Colonel Storm, badly injured.  And no idea who was responsible.
 
   She had failed them all.  Why hadn’t she insisted she stay with the convoy for protection?  Why had she let herself get so lax?  Because of this, nearly fifty people are dead, most of them innocent young men and women serving their country.  Dead because she hadn’t stopped those killer robots in time.
 
   There’s a knock on the door to her tiny office.  Starla furiously wipes at her eyes again before she gets up to unlock it.  Kate King is there, a stack of papers in her hand.  “Starla?  Are you all right?”
 
   “I was reading the news.  It’s so terrible,” she says.  She sits down on her chair, careful not to collapse on it, which would shatter it.  “All those people dead.”
 
   “I know.  It’s awful.  And with two ‘superheroes’ on the scene too,” Kate says, her voice putting quotes around “superheroes.”  At the moment Starla can’t disagree; she certainly hadn’t been very superheroic.  “I don’t know what this world’s coming to.”
 
   “I don’t either.”
 
   Kate thrusts the papers at her.  “Larry said to run this editorial in the late edition.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Are you going to be all right?  Maybe you should go home.”
 
   “I’ll be fine in a minute.”
 
   “All right.”  Kate pats Starla on the shoulder.  “I’ll be outside if you need to talk.”
 
   Starla nods, but doesn’t say anything.  She waits until Kate has gone to lock the door again.  After a few minutes the tears dry enough for her to read the editorial.  New tears come to her eyes as she reads it.
 
   The headline that will be in giant type once it goes to press shouts, “Where Have You Gone, Apex Man?”  The subheader questions, “One Year Later, Are We Better Off With the ‘New’ Super Squad?”  The editorial, obviously written by Kate, goes on to question the competence of the female Super Squad who have been standing in for the male squad that disappeared a year earlier.
 
   Kate first questions the handling of Dr. Roboto and his metal dinosaur that nearly destroyed Tokyo.  She points out—accurately, to Starla’s dismay—that while Roboto had humiliated the Super Squad by turning them into mockeries of their former selves and then parading them on TV, an ordinary young man had sabotaged Roboto’s weapon.  For his heroism the young man—and a dozen soldiers who had accompanied Major Dalton—had been turned into girls.  Starla is relieved Kate doesn’t give Melanie Amis’s name, but by now most of the world knows the story.
 
   After this follows a barrage of crime statistics that indicate crime rates have ticked slightly up since the male Super Squad left.  Again Starla chides herself for being so lax.  She has spent too much time out with Billy and his friends when she should have been on patrol, making the world safe.  The same has happened with Allison and Elise as they spend more time with their families.  As for Robin and Melanie, they simply aren’t as formidable as the old Midnight Spectre had been; they’re still kids, whether Robin wants to admit that or not.
 
   The article closes by reviewing the attack on the convoy yesterday that had killed almost fifty soldiers.  “These girls have proven themselves to be a poor substitute for their male counterparts.  Wherever you are, Apex Man, Velocity Man, Midnight Spectre, and Lord Neptune, we need you now more than ever.”
 
   As much as Starla knows she should wad up this editorial and then charge out of the office to confront Kate, she can’t.  She thinks of the charred bodies of the dead.  She remembers Colonel Storm lying in Velocity Gal’s arms, badly injured.  She thinks of the men and women who will have to spend the rest of their lives missing limbs or scarred because of her failure.
 
   Then she jumps out the window.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin Holloway sits in the bunker beneath her mansion, the pieces spread out around her.  She has already had the computer scan and reassemble them, but she could have done it without the computer.  She has seen this design before.  She never thought she would see it again, especially not as a finished product.
 
   When she hears the careful steps on the stairs, she knows who it is.  Despite that she has had access to the bunker for almost a year, Melanie still acts as if Robin is going to ambush her on the stairs.  But once Melanie comes into sight, Robin sees this time it’s because Melanie is wearing heels the same royal blue as her dress.
 
   “What are you all dressed up for?” Robin asks.  She’s still clad in the Led Zeppelin T-shirt and sweatpants she wore beneath her Midnight Spectre garb.
 
   Melanie’s cheeks flush and she looks down shyly at the floor.  At times like this it’s really hard for Robin to believe Melanie used to be a boy named Melvin.  “Mom and I are going to Boston today.”
 
   “Boston?  Oh, right,” Robin says as she remembers today is the day Melanie moves into the dorms at MIT.
 
   “Were you even going to say goodbye?”
 
   “I’m sure Jasper would have reminded me.”
 
   “I’m glad it’s that important to you.”
 
   “Come on, Mel, don’t be such a girl about it.”
 
   Melanie stamps one of her pumps, which would have tripped her up a year ago.  “I am a girl in case you didn’t notice.  And so are you.  How is it I’ve figured that out and you haven’t?”
 
   “Could we not do this again?  I’ll be up in a few minutes.”
 
   “Don’t bother.  I’m sure this is way more important to you.”
 
   As Melanie marches up the steps, Robin gets to her feet.  “Goddamn it,” she mutters to herself.  This is why she never had a steady girlfriend when she was still a man.  It’s far too much of a hassle.  But Melanie had given up almost everything—including her maleness—in order to save Robin and everyone else from Dr. Roboto.  Without that sacrifice, Robin would still be a toddler prancing around in a ballerina costume.
 
   She manages to catch Melanie in the drawing room.  She grabs Melanie by the shoulder to spin her around.  Robin plants her lips on Melanie’s before Melanie can say anything.  As she does, she remembers the other reason why she let Melanie get this close to her.
 
   While Robin is tempted to get the dress off Melanie, she has other ideas.  She pushes Robin back gently.  “We can’t do that.  Not now.  Mom’s waiting in the car.” 
 
   “Oh, right.  Why don’t you and your mom go ahead and I’ll catch up to you at the airport?”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “I guarantee it.”
 
   “All right, but don’t be late.”
 
   “I won’t.”  She gives Melanie a peck before they separate.  Robin trots upstairs to her bedroom.  While she doesn’t look it, her bedroom looks like it belongs to a refined young lady thanks to Jasper tidying up after her.  He’s putting away a batch of T-shirts and jeans when she bursts into the room.
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me Melanie was leaving today?” she asks.
 
   “Forgive me, Mistress Robin, but I thought you knew.”
 
   Robin should have known.  Melanie has been talking about going to MIT for six months now.  Robin can already hear Dr. Hanover saying she “forgot” because she resents Melanie for leaving her.  But no, Robin has been busy the last few weeks with Dalton’s trial and sentencing and now the attack on her convoy last night.
 
   She’s not surprised Jasper already has an outfit laid out for her.  She frowns at the light green summer dress similar to Melanie’s blue one.  She has been a girl for nearly a year, but she still hates to wear skirts and heels.
 
   Since she’s in a hurry, Robin only puts on a coat of lipstick and a touch of blush.  She pats down the red hair she keeps short not just to seem more butch but also to make it harder for a criminal to grab her.  She only needed to get her hair pulled once to realize the wisdom of this.
 
   Jasper waits for her downstairs.  As she usually does, she feels like a little girl when he smiles indulgently at her.  “You look lovely, Mistress Robin.”
 
   “Don’t start with me.  Just get the car.”
 
   While Midnight Spectre’s souped-up Maserati would be faster, the Benz is far less conspicuous.  Robin sits in the backseat with her iPad; the pad is linked to the computer in the bunker to let her view her findings from the wreckage salvaged from the attack.  She goes over it again, hoping she missed something the first time.
 
   She didn’t.  These robots are exactly the ones Ezekiel Stanford drew up so long ago with Robin’s input.  The robots had been designed as a failsafe; in an emergency they could flood the streets of Redoubt City to restore law and order.  
 
   But they’d never produced more than a prototype.  Zeke had become skeptical of the project, thinking it could too easily fall into the wrong hands.  Robin had gone along with it and after Zeke’s death, she’d forgotten about the project.  Apparently, his worst fears have been realized—the project has fallen into the wrong hands.
 
   What she doesn’t understand is why those wrong hands would take out Carrie Dalton.  Thanks to Roboto, Dalton had the mind of a kindergartner.  She had no military secrets to divulge, which gave her no value to anyone.
 
   The only reason Robin can think of is it might have been a prestige hit.  Like when an inmate kills an infamous criminal in jail to spread his own glory and fame.  Someone might have taken Dalton out as a way to show the criminal underworld he or she meant business.  Embarrassing the Super Squad in the process will certainly help that.
 
   Robin puts the iPad away as Jasper pulls up to the airport terminal.  It’s easy enough to see Melanie in her bright blue dress.  Even if Robin couldn’t see her, she could hear Melanie’s mother from across the terminal.  “You be very careful in those dorms.  I don’t want you going to any wild parties.  I’m not paying all this money so you can smoke weed and drink beer.”
 
   “I know, Mom,” Melanie says.  Robin is sure Melanie rolls her eyes to accompany this.  Then she sees Robin and breaks into a run.  It’s like a corny romantic movie as Melanie races into her arms.  Except since Melanie is six inches taller and a few pounds heavier, Robin is the one who gets lifted from her feet.  “I knew you’d come.”
 
   “I promised, didn’t I?”
 
   “I’m going to miss you so much,” Melanie says.  The tears have started to flow now from Melanie’s eyes.  “I’ll Skype you as soon as I get there.”
 
   “I can’t wait.”
 
   “Are you going to be OK without me?  I mean, at night?”
 
   “I can handle it.”
 
   “Don’t do anything stupid.  You’re not Rob Holloway anymore, remember?”
 
   “I know.”  It’s Robin’s turn to roll her eyes.  “You sound like Jasper.”
 
   “Well, maybe we both know you really well.”
 
   “Could you stop worrying about me and worry about yourself?  Remember what I told you:  don’t let any of those uptight little shits give you crap about what happened to you.  You’re better than all of them.”
 
   “I’ll remember.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re going to do fine.  When you get back, I’ll have a sweet job at Holloway Corp for you.”
 
   “That’s favoritism, isn’t it?”
 
   “Of course,” Robin says with a smile.  She hesitates for a moment before she kisses Melanie on the lips.  Despite that she and Melanie have been together for nearly a year and despite all her sessions with Dr. Hanover to try to help her adjust, Robin still feels uncomfortable kissing a girl as a girl.  Goddamned dykes, she can always hear the old her grumble.  It’s not helped when she sees the way Melanie’s mom looks at them; she has an even harder time accepting the changes in her son’s life.
 
   “I love you,” Melanie whispers.
 
   “I love you too,” Robin says and as always she’s surprised to realize she means it.  “Stay safe.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   Then they pull apart and Robin is left to stand there as Melanie wheels her suitcase over to the security line.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   Dr. Allison Sable wakes up to someone shaking her shoulder.  She looks up to see Sally behind her, a worried expression on her face.  “The security guard let you in?” Allison asks as she resettles her glasses on her face.
 
   “I was worried.  You didn’t come home last night.”  Sally gestures to the equipment in the lab.  “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Oh, I just wanted to take a look at some things.”
 
   “And it couldn’t wait until after breakfast?”
 
   Allison runs a hand through her hair to smooth it down.  She probably looks like a mess since she fell asleep at her desk at Grant Laboratories.  She doesn’t remember when she fell asleep; from the clock it must have been two or three hours ago.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m not the one you should apologize to.  You promised to read to Jenny before bed, remember?  She was really disappointed.”
 
   “I bet.”  Allison’s sure Jenny didn’t mind Mommy filling in for Aunt Ally.
 
   “Ally, please—”
 
   “I’ll try to be there tonight.”
 
   Sally gives her shoulder a squeeze.  “What’s wrong, sweetie?  Is it about what happened to Major Dalton?”
 
   Allison sighs and then nods.  She should have known she couldn’t hide that from Sally.  It’s probably all over the news this morning.  “It’s not about her,” Allison says.  Though she knows she shouldn’t feel this way, she’s glad Dalton is gone.  That bitch deserved what she got for betraying the Super Squad and the rest of the world. 
 
   She’s more upset about Colonel Storm.  She has never really liked the man; even when Allison was a man they didn’t get along that well.  Still, she thinks of him lying in her arms, bleeding to death, and then those last words before he passed out.  “Maybe if Velocity Man had been there he could have done something.  Maybe I am a lousy substitute.”
 
   “Ally, don’t talk like that.  You’ve done a great job.  You stopped that metal dinosaur—”
 
   Allison snorts.  “He wanted us to stop the robot.  Or at least he didn’t care much if we did.  All I did was walk into a trap.”  Again, she adds silently to herself, but Sally doesn’t know that Allison had been Velocity Man since before they were married.
 
   “You couldn’t have known Dalton was a traitor.”
 
   “Midnight Spectre knew and she’s just a kid.”
 
   “Ally, come on—”
 
   “Could I get back to work please?”
 
   “What do you think that’s going to accomplish?  You said yourself that it’ll take years to figure this machine of Roboto’s out.”
 
   “I know, but it’ll take even longer if I keep taking time off.”
 
   “What’s this really about?  I don’t care that you’re a woman now.  You know that.  I’m happy with how things are.  Jenny’s happy too.  There’s no need to push yourself like this.”
 
   “Maybe I’m not happy like this.  You ever think that?  Maybe I don’t like having to sit to pee and bleeding once a month and not being able to love my wife the way I used to!”
 
   Sally takes a step back as if Allison has slapped her.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t know you were so miserable.  Maybe you should go back to living on your own.  Go look up your boyfriend Raul.”
 
   Sally turns on her heel to stomp away, but Allison can easily catch up to her.  “I’m sorry.  That’s not what I meant.  It’s just…I want to be your husband again.  I want things the way they used to be.  I want Jenny to call me Daddy again.  Do you understand?”
 
   “I know you do, sweetie, but we still love you, even like this.  Don’t forget that.”  Sally kisses Allison on the cheek.  “Be home for dinner tonight.”
 
   “I’ll try.”  She gives Allison a kiss of her own and then goes back to work.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise swims through the door to hear little Ariel crying.  Erek has the baby cradled in his arms, but their daughter continues to wail.  That is until Elise scoops her up and makes a few shushing sounds.  Then Ariel’s face brightens and she giggles.  “Oh, I missed you too, sweetheart,” Elise says.  “But Mommy’s home now and she’s not going to leave you again for a long, long time.”
 
   With one hand she lifts the hem of her shirt enough so Ariel can suckle from her left breast.  Unlike on the surface, babies in Pacifica aren’t weaned onto bottles.  There’s no baby formula to put into bottles down here.  Elise will have to keep nursing her baby until she can tolerate mushy food.  That makes feeding her a little painful now that Ariel has her first teeth.  
 
   In theory they could take Ariel to the surface to wean onto formula, but Elise rejected that idea.  It’s too risky to take a baby up to the surface; the shock of the transition might kill her.  She and Erek have already decided to wait until Ariel is three or possibly even four before they try to take her to the surface to test her lungs.
 
   “How did it go up there?” Erek asks while Elise rocks Ariel to sleep.
 
   “Not so well.  Dalton is dead.  There was an ambush after the sentencing.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “I know.”  Elise shakes her head.  “I don’t know why I went.  There wasn’t anything I could have done.”
 
   “It was your duty to the surface dwellers,” Erek says.  He runs a hand through her hair before he kisses her on the cheek.  “You couldn’t shirk that even for our daughter.”
 
   “Maybe I should have.  I can’t leave Ariel for days at a time.  She needs me.”
 
   “She’s fine.  She’s cranky from the teething.”
 
   “Well, I don’t care.  I’m not going back up there until she’s old enough to come with me.”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”
 
   She smiles at him.  He’s the most easygoing man she’s ever met.  Probably his artistic temperament as no one who carves coral for a living can be impatient or brash; the delicate work requires Zen-like patience.  “You could try to argue with me once in a while.  Just to keep me in practice.”
 
   “I’ll try,” he says with a smile.  He sits down on a chair across from her.  “How were your friends?”
 
   “Fine.  Everyone’s really settled in.  Even Rob doesn’t seem to mind being a girl now.  Though she still dresses like a boy most of the time.”
 
   “Did you get a chance to see Paul while you were up there?”
 
   With another man this might have had a tinge of jealousy to it, but Elise knows Erek isn’t jealous of Elise’s former lover.  It probably helps that as a gay man Paul hasn’t had any romantic interest in Elise since she became a woman.  “I saw him before I went to Washington.  He’s got himself a new boyfriend.  Some hairy hipster type.”
 
   “That’s good,” Erek says.  “We’ll have to meet at some point.”
 
   “Want to get a few secrets, eh?” she asks with a smile.
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “You are incorrigible.”  She gets up from her seat, still rocking Ariel as she glides down the hallway to the nursery.  In lieu of a traditional crib is a giant oyster shell Erek had painted pink while on the surface.  Ariel’s eyes open as Elise pulls her away from her breast.  Elise runs a hand through the red down on the girl’s head.  “It’s all right, baby.  Mommy will be right here.”
 
   “Ma-ma,” Ariel chirps.
 
   Tears come to Elise’s eyes.  Her baby’s first word!  And it was for her.  “That’s right, sweetie.  I’m your mama and I love you very much.”  She hugs little Ariel and then reluctantly puts the girl to bed.  Ariel is asleep before Elise lowers the lid of the oyster shell.  She bends down to kiss Ariel’s cheek through the hole in the shell to let water in.  
 
   She returns to the living room to tell Erek what had happened.  “That’s wonderful,” he says.
 
   She nods while tears begin to fill her vision.  A year ago she had thought she’d never be able to have children.  As a gay man she would have needed to adopt, an unlikely prospect with her Pacifican heritage.  Now she has a child of her own, one that sprang from her own womb.  In a way she supposes she should thank Dalton, Dr. Roboto, and the Feminazi for what they’d done to her.  They gave her a whole new life—a better life.
 
   Then the communicator on her wrist lights up.  With a sigh she touches a blinking red button.  Robin’s face appears on the screen.  “This had better be important,” Elise snaps.
 
   “Starla’s gone missing,” Robin says.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Starla lands at the doors to the Crystal Lair, Apex Girl’s hidden fortress in the Arctic Circle.  She puts one hand to the panel built into the ice.  It reads her fingerprints and then opens the enormous doors no regular person could open without a lot of machinery.
 
   A servant robot appears in the entryway.  “Welcome, Gor-Bul,” it says, using her alien name.  “What do you desire?”
 
   “I need to ask the computer some questions,” she says.  “Make sure we aren’t disturbed.”
 
   “As you command.”
 
   A year ago the robots hadn’t acknowledged her female voice.  She had spent a weekend reprogramming the Lair’s systems to recognize her new voice.  This includes the advanced computer from her home planet.
 
   She sits down on an orange crystal chair.  It begins to glow as it, like the panel at the door, recognizes her.  A hologram of her birth father appears before her.  “You appear troubled, my daughter.”
 
   “I am troubled,” she says.  At times like this she wishes the hologram were real so she might be able to hug it and cry on its shoulder.  But it’s only a digital representation of her birth father, a simulation of him.
 
   Despite this, she leans back in the chair to tell him what happened with the sentencing hearing and afterwards.  The hologram takes in all the facts.  There’s a lengthy pause while the computer’s algorithms determine a response.
 
   He nods sagely to her.  “You did your best to protect the humans.  No one can expect more of you.”
 
   “But they do.”  She tells the computer to access the editorial Kate wrote for the newspaper.  There’s another lengthy pause while the computer fetches the information and then digests it.  “You see?  They expect more from me.  They expect me to be like him.”
 
   “You were not omnipotent as a man either, Gor-Bul.  This Kate King refuses to see that because she loves your male form.  It has blinded her to the truth.”
 
   “But what if she’s right?  Maybe I’m not as good as I used to be.  Maybe I’m not really a superhero anymore.”
 
   “Your physical attributes have declined marginally since the transition.  If there is a problem then it must be psychological.”
 
   Starla nods.  It’s not much of a surprise to hear that.  Her priorities haven’t been the same since she and Billy became friends.  Instead of patrolling Atomic City or the rest of the world or fretting about Kate King, she has been out having fun, like a normal woman her age.  
 
   The computer takes this in.  When her father speaks again, Starla’s body goes numb.  “Perhaps you have a subconscious desire to forsake the guise of Apex Girl and exist as a normal human.”
 
   Starla thinks about this for a moment.  She thinks about how different things are when she, Billy, and his friends hang out.  At those times she’s a lot more relaxed.  She can joke around and forget about all the horrors in the world.
 
   “You might be right, but it doesn’t matter.  I can’t stop being Apex Girl.  As long as I have these powers, it’s my responsibility to use them to help people.”
 
   “Then perhaps you should divest yourself of your powers.”
 
   “How am I supposed to do that?  Carry a gamma ray generator everywhere I go?”
 
   “No.  There is an experimental treatment.  If it is successful, you would be like any other human woman.”
 
   Her mouth opens, but she can’t think of anything to say.  She finally blurts out, “How long have you known about this?”
 
   “Approximately seven-point-three years.”
 
   “And you never told me?”
 
   “You expressed no desire to undergo such a treatment.”
 
   Starla rolls her eyes at this.  “How does it work?”
 
   The computer brings up a formula for her to read.  By using a number of alien chemicals inside the Lair, she could create a drug that in theory should suppress the effect of Earth’s sun that gives her superpowers.  She wishes Allison could see this to verify it, but she can’t ask her friend about this.  She needs to decide this on her own.
 
   At last she could be a normal person.  She would no longer have to worry about saving the world.  She’d be able to find someone and get married and maybe even have a baby.  She thinks of how happy Elise and Allison are with their families.  She’s never thought she could have that for herself; she has always thought she’d have to be Apex Girl forever.
 
   “But wouldn’t it be selfish to use this?”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “That’s all you can say?”
 
   “It is not my decision, my daughter.  You must decide this on your own.”
 
   She nods.  Then she thinks again of what Kate had written.  She thinks too of those men and women who had died because she hadn’t stopped the attack on the convoy.  She thinks of poor Melanie Amis and the rest of the Super Squad who’ve become women because Starla hadn’t been able to stop Dalton, the Feminazi, and Dr. Roboto.  Can things really be that much worse without her?
 
   She wipes at her eyes and then nods.  “Let’s do it.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla doesn’t have to do anything to prepare the shot.  The computer and robots handle the assembly of the ingredients.  All she has to do is pace the floor of the Crystal Lair. 
 
   As she does, she considers again and again if this is the right thing to do.  For over thirty years Earth has been her home.  She has done everything to defend it and its people from ordinary crime, supervillains, and natural disaster.  Yet for all she has done, they aren’t any safer than when she began.  If anything the world is a more dangerous place since she first began as Apex Man.  Maybe her presence has actually made things more unsafe; maybe if she leaves the humans will figure out how to look after themselves.
 
   At least she hopes this is the case.  The alternative is that when she leaves some terrible threat will appear that not even the rest of the Super Squad can handle.  But what are the odds of that?  She could ask the computer, but she doesn’t want to disturb it in the middle of its preparations.
 
   Eventually she tries to think of the positives.  Soon she’ll be an ordinary woman.  She can have a chance at a real life, no more hiding or secrets to keep.  No more worrying about supervillain weapons that might turn her into a woman or into a puny laughingstock.  No more having the world on her shoulders.
 
   A tone like a gong sounds.  “It is time,” her birth father announces.
 
   Starla returns to her chair.  One of the service robots is there with a syringe filled with silver liquid.  For some reason she thought it would be green, like gamma rays.  As it is, it looks more like mercury.  “Is this safe?” she asks.
 
   “There is a seventy-nine percent chance that there will be no deadly effects.”
 
   “Oh.”  That means a twenty-one percent chance she could die.  There’s still time for her to back out.  All she has to do is tell the robot to stand down and it’ll destroy the syringe.  She can fly back to Atomic City and return to work at the Star, at least until the next crisis.  She sees Colonel Storm in her mind’s eye again, cursing her for being too slow to save him and the rest of the convoy.  “Do it.”
 
   The syringe stabs into her right thigh.  She watches with fascination as the silver liquid drains into her.  Once it’s empty, the robot pulls the needle from her skin.
 
   Nothing happens.  Starla feels the same as before.  She manages to turn on her IR vision and even blow a thin stream of fire.  “It didn’t work!”
 
   “The treatment will take some time to spread throughout your circulatory system.  In the meantime, I suggest you leave this place.  There will be no way to extract you from here once your flight capability is gone.”
 
   She nods to her father.  He’s right.  If she can’t fly out of here, she’ll have to call for someone to fetch her.  Robin would be the best choice as her jet could easily get up here in a couple of hours.  But then she’ll have to explain to Robin what she has done; she knows Midnight Spectre will not be happy about it.
 
   “Thank you, Father,” she says.  She wishes again she could hug him.  She turns to the robots.  “Turn all systems to standby.  Maintain the place until I return.”
 
   “As you command,” the robot says.  The lights in the Lair begin to dim.  She’ll probably never come back here again, but perhaps some future descendant might, if he or she has her powers.
 
   “Goodbye,” she says and then runs to the entrance of the Lair.  She takes off into the air without any difficulty.  Then she speeds away for home.
 
   ***
 
   Over Lake Ontario she begins to feel the first effects.  Though she’s high up in the air, where it’s close to zero degrees, she begins to feel warm.  Sweat drips into her eyes.  Her stomach begins to churn.  She feels like she’s going to throw up.  The water seems so far away that her head begins to spin.  Is she afraid of heights now?
 
   She dips lower, but the sickness only gets worse.  She finally throws up when she’s over a lake in New England.  She hopes it doesn’t hit anyone below.
 
   Out of curiosity she tries her IR vision.  Nothing happens.  She tries her flame breath, but only a puff of smoke comes out.  She’s losing her powers.  It worked!
 
   Now she has to hope she’ll be able to make it back to Atomic City before she loses her ability to fly.  Otherwise she’ll have to find some normal clothes and then hitchhike there.  Or maybe she could call Billy for some money for a bus.  She’d hate to put him out like that, but there’s no one else she could call except the Super Squad.
 
   As the skyscrapers of Atomic City come into view, she notices the way the material of her suit flaps around.  She’s losing muscle tone now.  She thinks of what Roboto did to her, how scrawny and helpless she’d been as Anorexic Girl, unable to break even a thin piece of ribbon.  Is she going to get that weak again?  She hopes not.
 
   She’s passing over the rail yards of the city when she starts to lose altitude.  Just a little farther, she thinks.  Then she’ll be into the city proper.  It won’t be too far of a walk back to her apartment then.
 
   But she’s losing altitude too fast for that.  She finds herself streaking towards an overpass.  A scream escapes her lips as she barrels towards the ground like a meteor.  She crashes down into a pile of garbage beneath the overpass.  She manages to lift a hand to see blood staining it.
 
   Then she passes out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5
 
   Since what happened with Dr. Roboto, Robin took some precautions the others of the Super Squad—even Melanie—would disapprove of.  One of these was to plant a tracking device on each member of the squad.  She remembers all too well how much trouble she and Melvin had trying to find Apex Girl and Velocity Gal once Robin figured out who Dalton really was.
 
   As soon as she was able, she designed microchips that would embed themselves in each member of the squad.  These chips are nanobots the size of a flake of dandruff and yet the signal is powerful enough to be picked up by satellites in orbit owned by Holloway Corporation.
 
   An alert sounds to indicate one of these chips has gone offline.  It doesn’t take Robin long to determine it’s Starla’s chip.  Her first thought is Starla might have gone off-planet as she sometimes does.  Looking back through the chip’s log, though, she notes Starla was over Canada when it happened.
 
   From what she can determine, there’s no reason for this to have happened.  There’s no sign of enemy aircraft in the area.  No gamma radiation in the area either.  Maybe the chip is defective or something caused it to short out.
 
   Since she has nothing else to do except continue her studies of the robot parts, Robin decides to check it out.  First she hurries over to the cabinet where she keeps her uniform.  The gray Kevlar alloy bodysuit fits snugly over her body—too snugly, really.  She hates how it clings to her breasts, close enough that the outline of her bra is visible.  But the lightweight material makes her a lot quicker in fights, which with her size is an advantage she needs.  She shakes these thoughts away and then snaps on her utility belt, followed by the cape with its attached hood.  The last touch is the black mask to cover the upper half of her face.  With that in place, she’s ready to go to work.
 
   As she’s warming up the jet, she contacts Jasper, who’s upstairs dusting the silver or some such thing.  “This shouldn’t take long.  Keep dinner waiting.”
 
   “Of course, Mistress Robin.  What would you like the chef to prepare?”
 
   “I don’t care.  Surprise me.”
 
   “Very well.  Good luck, ma’am.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   A section of the bunker opens to allow her to lift off.  Soon enough she’s in the air over Redoubt City.  It shouldn’t take more than an hour to reach the spot where she lost the signal.
 
   Though she knows it’s stupid, she misses Melanie’s chatter from the backseat.  It’s so quiet in the jet without Melanie alternately pestering her or throwing up.  The latter at least had gotten a little better with some Dramamine, which only gave her more chance for the former.  Robin never thought she would actually miss all that jabbering.
 
   She’s grateful when the alert sounds to indicate she’s in the vicinity where she lost the signal.  She scans the area with the jet’s sensors.  There’s no sign of anyone alive down here.  If Starla is dead, it’ll be hard to spot her in Lake Ontario.  Much as she hates it, there’s only one person to call for that.
 
   “Goddamn it,” Robin grumbles before she turns on the radio.
 
   *** 
 
   As Robin expected, Mermaid is none too happy to be bothered at home.  She’s still not happy when the jet touches down in a rundown industrial park outside San Francisco.  Mermaid stomps over to the jet and shouts, “This had better not be a prank or something.  I just got Ariel to bed.”
 
   “Starla doesn’t play pranks.  You know that.”
 
   “I was referring to you.”
 
   “I don’t play pranks either.”
 
   “No, I suppose not.  You prefer catty one-liners.”
 
   “Thanks,” Robin says, grimacing at being referred to as “catty.”
 
   She gets the jet back into the air again.  She checks the fuel gauge, but they should have enough for the return trip with some time on station to search for Starla.  Apropos of nothing, Mermaid says, “Ariel said her first word.  She said, ‘Mama.’  Can you believe it?”
 
   “That’s sweet.”
 
   “It won’t be long until she’s walking and paddling all on her own.”
 
   “Good,” Robin says.  It’s amazing how quickly Mermaid turned into one of those annoying mothers who badgers everyone within earshot—or text message shot—with news of her kid.  As if Robin really cares what Mermaid’s fish baby does.
 
   “You could at least pretend to be interested,” Mermaid snaps.  “But I guess you’re just a kid.  Maybe we should talk about One Direction’s latest tour.”
 
   “Let’s not.”
 
   “What do you and Melanie talk about?”
 
   “Ask her.  She does most of the talking.”
 
   “Oh, I forgot, you’re the butch.” Mermaid says and then snickers.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I was thinking how much crap you used to give me for being gay.  The tables have turned, haven’t they?”
 
   “Do you want me to eject you over the Rockies?  Try walking back to Pacifica.”
 
   “Ooh, sorry.  Don’t like eating what you dish out, do you?”
 
   Robin’s fists clench.  She thinks about what Dr. Hanover told her during their therapy sessions.  She counts to ten and then takes a deep breath.  “I’m sorry I hurt your feelings before, all right?”
 
   “That’s very big of you.”
 
   Robin knows this is a pun, but she chooses to let it pass.  She needs Mermaid’s help right now.  “You think we can talk about the mission?”
 
   “What about it?  How do you even know Starla is missing?  Someone report it to the cops?”
 
   “No.  I lost her signal.”
 
   “Her signal?”
 
   “I put a tracking device on her.  She seemed so distraught after what happened to Dalton I thought she might go rogue or something.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  And you’re sure she didn’t?”
 
   “I think the Canadian military would be saying something if she had.”
 
   “What was she even doing in Canada?”
 
   “She was coming back from that lair of hers.”
 
   “Oh, that.  Yuck.  I don’t know why she likes to hang around in the frozen tundra.”
 
   “You’d rather she picked a rock in the South Pacific?”
 
   “Very funny.  But yes.  Or somewhere tropical at least.  Why have a vacation home up with the polar bears?”
 
   “I guess she likes the solitude.”
 
   “That’s really more your thing, isn’t it?”
 
   “My vacation home is in the Riviera.”
 
   “Ooh la la.  Have you taken Melanie there yet?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Saving it for the honeymoon?”
 
   “Goddamn it, that’s enough!  I said I was sorry.  Why do you have to keep needling me?”
 
   “There’s the pot calling the kettle black.”
 
   “I’m sorry I was such a jerk back then.  I shouldn’t have been so intolerant of your lifestyle choice.  Happy now?’
 
   “A little.”
 
   “Good.  Now, look, I need you to search Lake Ontario.  Talk to the fish or whatever you do to find out if she’s down there.”
 
   Mermaid’s voice finally turns serious as she asks, “Do you really think someone could have killed her?”
 
   “It’s not impossible, though I didn’t pick up any gamma rays in the area.  As far as we know, that’s her only weakness.”
 
   “Unless someone found a new one.”
 
   “Let’s hope not.”
 
   They mercifully don’t say much for the rest of the way.  Robin lowers the jet until it’s skimming the surface of the water.  This makes it easy enough for Mermaid to dive in.  “I’ll let you know what I find,” she says.
 
   Once Mermaid is safely underwater, Robin pulls up to a safer height.  She does a few more scans of the area.  She wonders if she should call Velocity Gal, as an FYI if for no other reason.  Velocity Gal could search the ground easier, to look for a body.
 
   With a sigh, Robin turns on the radio.  It takes a minute until Velocity Gal’s face comes onto the screen.  From the dark circles around her eyes, she probably hasn’t slept since the debacle with the convoy.  “What’s up?” Velocity Gal asks.
 
   “Starla’s missing.  Elise and I are checking around Lake Ontario where she disappeared.  I thought maybe you could give us a hand to search the ground.”
 
   “Oh, sure.  I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
 
   It is literally a couple of minutes before Robin sees the streak of blue-and-silver to indicate Velocity Gal’s approach.  She comes to a stop along the shore to wave at the jet.  Over the radio she asks, “How much of a radius do you want?”
 
   “A couple miles at least.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   Then comes the worst part—the waiting.  Again Robin wishes for Melanie’s chatter to distract her.
 
   *** 
 
   “Well looky here,” Starla hears a rough voice say.
 
   “Why’s she all dressed up for Halloween?” another voice asks.
 
   “The hell do I care?  Just check to see what she’s got.”
 
   “She ain’t got no pockets on that suit.”
 
   “She got to have a purse.  Ain’t no girls running around without a purse.”
 
   “’Less she ain’t got no money or nothing.”
 
   Starla wants to open her eyes, but she doesn’t have the strength.  She doesn’t have strength to do anything at all.  She knows she ought to get up, or at least call for help.  It’s clear these men are planning to rob her and then perhaps do worse things to her.  She has to stop them.
 
   All she can manage to do is groan.  “Christ, she’s wakin’ up.’
 
   “So what?  Kid like this can’t do nothing to you.”
 
   “Yeah.  ‘Less she has a piece hidden in there.”
 
   “She ain’t got no piece.  Christ.  Just stand back.  I’ll show you how it’s done.”
 
   She feels a rough hand touch her stomach.  Then a third voice enters the fray.  It’s a woman’s voice shouting, “Leave that poor girl alone!”
 
   “Look lady—”
 
   Starla hears a couple of dull thuds.  One of the men cries out in pain.  “The hell you doing that for lady?”
 
   “Go on, get out of here this instant!  Before I call the authorities.”
 
   “Fine.  This bitch ain’t got nothing on her anyway.  Let’s go, Fred.”
 
   “But—”
 
   “C’mon!  I ain’t goin’ to jail for no little bitch like this.”
 
   A hand touches Starla’s cheek.  “It’s all right, young lady.  They won’t hurt you.”
 
   Starla finally opens her eyes, but there’s not much to see.  All she can see is a peach blur surrounded by a silver blur.  Squinting helps to bring an old woman’s face into focus.  The old woman flashes a smile of yellowed teeth.  “There you are.  What’s your name, sweetheart?”
 
   Starla tries to speak but can only produce a rough croak.  She wants to get to her feet, but she still has no strength.  That syringe really did a number on her.  Did it paralyze her?  Is she going to be crippled and mute for the rest of her life?
 
   The old woman smiles again.  “Don’t worry, I’ll get you somewhere safe.”
 
   Starla croaks again and then blacks out.
 
   The next time she wakes up, she feels something damp on her forehead.  Through a colossal act of will, she’s able to raise her left arm.  Her hand brushes against a washcloth.  She swats this away; she hears it land with a moist plop on the floor.
 
   Her eyes open again, but still she can’t see anything.  Is the room dark or has she gone blind?  When she brings a hand close to her face she can at least make out pale skin.  It must be dark in here.  But where is here?
 
   There’s something soft beneath her, probably a bed.  Her left hand fumbles down to pat a thick blanket.  It feels too rough to be the one back in her apartment.  Maybe she’s in a hospital?  Her hand begins another exploration to search for a call button.  All she finds is a glass of water that topples over.
 
   She groans at this; she could have used that water right now—her throat is parched.  “Hello?” she says.  Her voice sounds like Midnight Spectre’s rasp.
 
   Starla tries to sit up, but she’s still too weak.  The thought of sleep sounds good right now, but first she needs to know if she’s in a safe place.  She thinks back to the last time she woke up.  Some men had been about to assault her when an old woman had driven them away.  Where had the old woman taken her?
 
   A light snaps on, momentarily blinding Starla.  Even when her eyes adjust to the light she can’t see much.  The room is mostly a beige blur with a few other colors mixed in here and there.  She recognizes the peach-and-silver blur of the old woman.  “Well, looks like you’re feeling better,” the old woman says.
 
   Starla nods slightly.
 
   “Oh dear, you’ve tipped your water over.  I’ll fetch you a new one.”
 
   “Wait.  Where…am…I?”
 
   “I brought you home.  Now that you’re awake, is there someone I should call for you?”
 
   Starla considers this.  She should probably ask the old woman to call Billy, but she doesn’t feel up to explaining this to him.  She doesn’t want to call any of the Super Squad for the same reason.  All she needs is the old woman to get her a cab and then she can make it the rest of the way on her own.
 
   She shakes her head.  The old woman says, “That’s all right.  You’re welcome to stay with me until you get your strength up.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Stay right there and rest.  I’ll be back in a jiff with some water.”
 
   Starla doesn’t have much choice at the moment.  She lies back on the pillows for a few minutes.  The old woman appears over her with a glass of water.  “Open wide.”
 
   Starla obliges.  Cool water trickles down her throat.  It takes almost a minute before she’s sated.  Now that her throat isn’t so dry, she’s able to say, “Thank you.”  Her voice sounds different, a couple octaves higher than it was.  With her left hand she touches her left breast; it’s a lot smaller than before.  It is still there, which means she isn’t a child, but did the treatment make her younger?  “Do you have a mirror?”
 
   “Yes, of course.  Just a second.”  
 
   The old woman shuffles off for a couple of minutes.  When she comes back, she holds up a hand mirror.  With another colossal effort, Starla is able to snatch it away.  She holds it close enough so that by squinting she can see a vaguely familiar face.  Her eyes are the same blue as before.  Her hair is still black, but now it’s cut raggedly at her shoulders.  The rest of her face is thinner and paler except where it’s dotted by freckles.
 
   “Oh my gosh,” she says.  She looks like a kid, but when she squints harder, she makes out a few tiny lines around her eyes.  So she’s not a child, but she must be younger than before, perhaps in her early twenties.
 
   She has to strain again to lift one of her legs.  Even with how bad her vision is at present, she can tell her foot is a lot closer than it should be.  She drops the mirror onto her nearly-flat chest and then sighs.  
 
   “Are you all right, young lady?”
 
   Starla shakes her head.  Tears come to her eyes as the realization hits:  she can’t go back to her old life.  Kate, Billy, and everyone at the Star might have been able to overlook the similarities between Starla Marsh and Apex Girl, but they’ll certainly notice that Starla Marsh has shrunk about a foot.  Billy’s friends especially will notice that she’s gone down a couple of cup sizes.  How is she supposed to explain this to them?
 
   The old woman pats Starla’s shoulder.  “It’s all right, dear.  I deal with orphans and runaways all the time.  My name’s Greta Hersch.  I run the St. Jerome shelter by the waterfront.  Have you ever been there?”
 
   Starla nods.  As Apex Man she had visited the homeless shelters in the city a few times a year to lend a hand and on one occasion to break up a riot when food supplies ran low.  She doesn’t remember Greta, but it had probably been a few years ago.
 
   “Now, young lady, what’s your name?”
 
   “Star—”  Starla stops herself.  She can’t use her real name here.  “Star Smith.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  It’s clear the old woman doesn’t believe her, but she doesn’t press the issue.  “Well, Star, are you feeling up to a little supper?  I have some chicken noodle soup down on the stove.”
 
   Starla nods, which at the moment is easier than talking.  The old woman pats her on the knee.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispers and then leans back on the pillows again to rest.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   With Colonel Storm still in intensive care, a Major Hall is the liaison to the Super Squad.  Robin lets Velocity Gal take the lead in presenting their findings—or lack of findings.  “So you’re saying Apex Girl has gone off the grid?” he asks.
 
   “That’s right,” Velocity Gal answers.
 
   “And what are we supposed to do about it?”
 
   “Find her,” Robin snaps.
 
   “Just how am I supposed to do that?”
 
   “Use all that fancy technology you pay trillions of dollars for.”
 
   Hall leans back in his chair.  He has the well-groomed look of someone who has never spent more than a day in the field.  Storm really isn’t much good at picking subordinates, Robin muses.  “You said your own tracking device lost her.  You think we have anything better to use?”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “Major, please, this is serious.  Starla wouldn’t disappear.  She’s too responsible for that.  You know how serious she takes her job,” Velocity Gal says.
 
   “I’m not hearing a course of action,” Hall says.
 
   Robin has a few suggestions for Hall, but knows better than to say anything.  Velocity Gal answers, “Just put the word out.  Maybe someone has seen her.”
 
   “How do we know she’s not at home right now?”
 
   “We already checked there,” Robin says.  “We called the Star too.  Turns out she left her office—with the door locked.  Someone from maintenance had to open it.  She hasn’t called in to work either.  You think that sounds like normal behavior for her?”
 
   ‘“Normal behavior’ with you people is debatable.”
 
   ‘“You people?’” Mermaid repeats with a sneer.
 
   “Look, after what happened to the colonel and that convoy, you can’t expect us to be in much of a mood for doing you favors.”
 
   “Seems like we’ve done you plenty of favors,” Robin says.
 
   Hall shrugs this off.  “I’ll put the word out to our assets around the world.  If I hear anything, I’ll let you know.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s all I can do at the moment.  If you bring me some proof to indicate something more serious has happened, then we can take further action.”
 
   “Thanks for nothing,” Robin grumbles.  She’s the first one to leave the office.  The others are right behind her.
 
   “So what now?” Velocity Gal asks.
 
   “We’ll keep looking.  Can you run up to that hideout of hers?”
 
   “I could, but it wouldn’t do any good.  She’s the only one who can get inside.  It’s coded to her fingerprints and DNA.”
 
   “And you’re sure she isn’t in the lake?” Robin asks Mermaid.
 
   “Nothing down there saw her.  Neither did I.”
 
   Robin notices the anxious look on Mermaid’s face.  She probably wants to get back to her kid.  “You can go back to Pacifica if you want.  There’s probably nothing more for you to do.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   “It’s all right,” Velocity Gal says.  “Robin and I can handle it.  Tell Erek hello.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   After Mermaid is gone, Velocity Gal turns to Robin.  “So what’s the plan?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   *** 
 
   Greta feeds Starla the chicken noodle soup as if she’s an invalid.  At the moment Starla supposes she is an invalid.  Just to sit up in bed requires a monumental effort.
 
   At least Greta doesn’t make airplane noises as if Starla is a baby.  The only sound is that of Starla slurping the soup down.  Ma taught her it’s rude to slurp, but she can’t help it at the moment.  She’s lucky to be able to do this much.
 
   By the time they’re finished, Starla feels slightly better.  She sags against the headboard, but at least she doesn’t feel ready to pass out.  “Thank you so much,” she says.  Her voice still sounds strange to her ears; it’s like someone took her normal voice and put it on fast forward like those cartoon chipmunks.
 
   “I couldn’t forgive myself if I left an innocent girl like you to those awful men.”
 
   “I’m glad you didn’t.”  Starla shivers as she thinks what they would have done with her.  She starts to wonder if it was really such a good idea to become a normal woman.  Losing her powers left her at the mercy of those vagrants. 
 
   She doesn’t realize she’s crying until Greta presses a handkerchief into her hand.  The old woman pats her back.  “There now, it’s all right.  No one’s going to hurt you anymore.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Starla dabs at her eyes.  She thinks back to her brief time as Anorexic Girl.  After what Dr. Roboto had done to her, she had sworn she would never be so powerless again.  Yet now she’s as powerless, if not more so.  What has she done?  She should call Robin and ask her for a ride back to the Crystal Lair.  Maybe the computer has a way to reverse this.
 
   No, not yet.  Greta is right; she’s fine now.  She’s safe for the moment.  There’s no need for her to panic.  She needs to relax and focus on getting back her strength—such as it will be.
 
   “Is there anything else you’d like?” Greta asks.  “I don’t have a portable television, but maybe you’d like a radio?”
 
   “It’s all right.  You’ve done so much for me already.”  Before the old woman can go, Starla feels a nagging in her bladder.  “Could you help me to the bathroom?”
 
   “Of course, dear.”  Greta does most of the work to get Starla out of the bed.
 
   Once Starla is on her feet, she realizes she’s wearing a light pink nightgown, not her Apex Girl costume.  She puts a hand to the hair that has been shorn as well.  “What happened to my clothes?”
 
   “I took them off to clean them.  Though that fabric isn’t like anything I’ve seen before.  Must be one of those exotic synthetic blends.”
 
   “You could say that,” Starla says.  “What happened to my hair?”
 
   “Oh, I’m afraid it was so tangled and dirty I thought it best to chop most of it off.”  The old woman frowns.  “I hope you’re not too angry.”
 
   “No, it’s fine,” Starla mumbles.  She would rather Greta hadn’t cut her hair or changed her clothes, but she supposes she must have been pretty filthy after landing in a trash heap beneath the overpass.
 
   “Why were you wearing that costume?  Halloween isn’t for over a month.”
 
   “Oh, well, my normal clothes got ruined and that’s all I could find.”
 
   “I should have some clothes you can wear that won’t be quite so conspicuous.  If that’s all right?”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   Greta helps Starla onto the toilet, but thankfully leaves the room after that.  The effort to pee almost prompts Starla to pass out again.  How embarrassing would it be for the mighty Apex Girl to fall off a toilet and crack her head open on the bathtub?  She can imagine how Rad Geiger or her other enemies would laugh at that.
 
   With renewed determination she gets to her feet.  She toddles over to the sink to wash her hands.  The sink is one of those old models that’s free standing, not built into a counter.  From what little she has been able to see, she imagines Greta’s house was built in the late 19th or early 20th Century.  It probably belonged to her parents, who passed it down to her, the way the Shaw farm had been passed down the years.  But now there’s no one to inherit it.
 
   Or is there?  Now that her life won’t be dominated by the craziness of being a superhero, maybe she can go see Ma and Pa.  She can explain what happened to her.  Thanks to what happened to Melvin Amis and the others, the world knows such instant sex changes are possible.  There’s no reason for them to doubt her.
 
   It might be nice to return to Rockford.  She can start over there as a simple farmgirl.  Maybe she can work at the local paper as a reporter—or a copy editor.  She wouldn’t mind that.
 
   Greta taps on the door.  “Are you all right, Star?”
 
   “I’m fine.  I was washing my hands.”
 
   Greta opens the door.  She has something white in her hands.  It’s not until it ends up in Starla’s hands that she realizes it’s a pair of glasses.  They’re unfashionable cat’s eye-shaped glasses, probably from the 50s or 60s.  “These were my sister’s when she was about your age.  I thought perhaps they’d help you keep from squinting so much.  You’ll get crow’s feet like that.”
 
   “My mom used to say the same thing.”  She puts the glasses on.  The room comes into focus.  Starla leans towards the mirror to get a better look at her new face.  It still looks so young; she’ll never be able to buy a bottle of liquor.
 
   She giggles at this thought.  “What’s so funny?” Greta asks.
 
   “It’s nothing.  Just a silly thought.”  She collapses against Greta to hug her.  “Thank you so much for this.”
 
   “You’re very welcome, young lady.  Now, you should get back to bed.  You need to get your rest.”
 
   “Yes ma’am.”  She leans against Greta to let the old woman help her back to bed.  The moment her head touches the pillow, Starla is asleep again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   In the morning Starla is strong enough to down a soft-boiled egg, piece of toast, and cup of coffee.  Greta had set the morning edition of the Star on the tray along with the food.  Starla waits until the old woman takes the tray downstairs before she opens the newspaper.
 
   There, on the bottom of the front page, is an article about her.  “Local Copy Editor Vanishes.”  The article is written by Kate King and includes Starla’s photo from her security badge.  She reads through the article, unconsciously counting the number of typos, but no one seems to know more than Starla disappeared from her office on the tenth floor with the door locked.  Foul play is not suspected, so far at least.
 
   Starla wonders if Greta has seen this article yet and if she’ll connect the dots.  The name and time of her disappearance would coincide with that of Starla Marsh, but the face in the newspaper is now much different from her current one.  Perhaps that will be enough for Greta not to suspect anything.
 
   In either case, Starla knows she should leave soon.  The only question is where she’ll go.  By now the police have probably checked her apartment; they might have someone stationed there.  If the police don’t, then it’s very likely Robin will have some kind of device planted there.  That is if Robin is looking for her yet.  All the Super Squad will know is that Starla Marsh has disappeared; they won’t know Apex Girl is gone yet.  For all they know, she might be at the Crystal Lair or in space.
 
   Starla groans as she gets to her feet.  One slow step at a time, she toddles over to the corner of the room, where Greta has left her costume.  Starla picks it up and stares at it.  She can’t go out in this.  It’s much too big on her now, not to mention she’ll be pretty conspicuous in a cape.  She can’t go out in a nightgown either.
 
   There’s a knock on the door.  “Are you decent?” Greta asks.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She tries to make it back to the bed, but she’s too late.  Greta smiles at her.  “You seem much better this morning.”
 
   “I am, thanks to you.”
 
   “It’s no bother.”  Greta tilts her head to one side.  “I suppose we should find you something to wear.  Unless you plan on walking around in that Halloween costume?”
 
   “No, thanks.”
 
   “You wait right here and I’ll be back in a minute.”
 
   “Sure.”  Starla sinks back onto the bed.  She makes sure to flip the newspaper over so the article about her isn’t readily visible.  No need to take chances.
 
   After a few minutes, Starla begins to wonder if perhaps Greta has gone to call the police to tell them the Star’s missing copy editor is in her spare bedroom.  Starla doesn’t know how she can explain things without revealing the full truth.  Any cop who sees her and her old picture is going to know something weird has happened.  Maybe she could tell them she was captured by a villain and experimented on.  That’s a plausible story in Atomic City.  
 
   When the door opens, it’s Greta in the doorway without a squad of police officers.  She carries a bundle of olive green and plaid.  “These also belonged to my sister.  I think she was about your size.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Starla says, though she’s reluctant to put on another woman’s clothes.  Still, she supposes she doesn’t have much choice in the matter.
 
   She toddles across the room again, this time into the bathroom.  She’s sure Greta is waiting outside the door in case Starla needs help.  She’s tempted to call for help as she fumbles with the buttons on a pale yellow blouse.  Between that and wrestling on the plaid skirt, she’s about ready to pass out again.  She leans against the wall to rest for a moment.
 
   “Are you all right?” Greta asks through the door.
 
   “I’m fine.  I’ll be out in a minute,” Starla says, trying to sound as cheerful as she can.  She slips on the olive green sweater Greta included.
 
   When she turns to the mirror, she frowns.  Between the glasses and the clothes, she looks ready to go to a sock hop.  That or pose as an extra in Happy Days.  But as Ma always said, beggars couldn’t be choosy and without a cent to her name right now, Starla is certainly a beggar.
 
   She opens the bathroom door and waits as Greta stares at her for a moment.  “Well, aren’t you pretty as a picture?”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You are almost the spitting image of Darlene, rest her soul.” 
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “Oh my, she passed away a long time ago.  There was an accident after the prom her senior year.  Her boyfriend’s car went off the road and they were both killed.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Starla says.
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Greta says.  She forces a smile to her face.  “Why, your mother was probably a wee thing when it happened.  Come on, I’ve got some shoes downstairs you can wear too.”
 
   “Are we going somewhere?” Starla asks.  Maybe Greta has figured out who she is and plans to drop her off at a police station.
 
   “If you’re up to it, I thought we could do something about your hair.”
 
   “Oh.”  Starla pats her ragged hair; she isn’t sure she wants to be stuck in a beauty parlor right now, when she’s so vulnerable.  All she needs is one patron or passerby to recognize her and then everything will fall apart.  “It’s all right like this.”
 
   “Nonsense,” Greta says.  “Don’t you worry about the cost of it.  I’ll take care of everything.”
 
   “I couldn’t let you do that.”
 
   “It’s my treat, dear.  If you’re ever going to get a job, you can’t look like you were attacked by a pair of scissors—and lost.”
 
   Starla smiles as she thinks back to when she was seven years old and tried to give herself—himself at the time—a haircut.  Ma had said the same thing Greta had.  “All right, but I’ll pay you back.  I promise.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.”  Greta takes her arm to lead her down the stairs.  Appropriately a pair of saddle shoes waits for her to complete the outfit.  Starla can’t manage the laces, so Greta bends down to do them for her.  Then the old woman puts an arm around Starla’s shoulder.  “Let’s be going now.”
 
   Starla allows Greta to lead her through the doorway, onto the sidewalk.  She blinks a few times in the light, her eyes struggling to adjust.  Then they join the pedestrian traffic already heavy as people go to work.  No one gasps in shock or gapes in surprise or does a double-take.  Starla is safe—for now.
 
   *** 
 
   Out of any worthwhile ideas, Robin sits at the back of Expresso’s, Starla’s favorite coffeehouse in the city.  She supposes it’s unlikely Starla will walk in the door, but it’s the only thing left she can think of.  If nothing else, Robin could use some coffee after spending the last sixteen hours looking for Apex Girl.
 
   Allison sits next to her, staring into her cup.  Neither of them is dressed in their uniforms at the moment, allowing them to blend in.  Anyone who looks at them probably thinks Allison is her mother from the age difference.  Robin tries not to shiver at this thought.
 
   “I can’t believe she’s gone,” Allison says.  Between them on the table is a copy of the Atomic City Star, which has Starla’s disappearance on the front page.  “I never thought something could happen to her.”
 
   “Nothing?  Like maybe getting turned into a girl?”
 
   “Well, yeah, but that’s different.  I never thought anything could kill her.”
 
   “We don’t know that’s what happened.”
 
   “What other explanation is there?  She flew off into space?”
 
   “It’s possible,” Robin says, though she finds it unlikely from the readings she picked up.  “Or maybe some visitors came for her.”
 
   “Visitors no one saw?”
 
   “It’s a big universe.  There’s a lot of it we haven’t seen.”
 
   “I never thought the day would come when you’re trying to find the silver lining.”
 
   “Strange times.”
 
   “How’s Melanie doing?”
 
   “Fine, as far as I know.”
 
   “It’s got to be rough, her going to school so far away.  I remember when I went off to Johns Hopkins for my PhD and had to leave Sally behind.  It really tore me up inside.  I wasn’t sure we would make it.”
 
   “We’re fine,” Robin snaps.  She doesn’t know why everyone insists on talking to her about Melanie, as if it’s any of their business.  She supposes it’s her problem for bringing Melanie onto the team; it was always easier to keep her personal life personal before that.
 
   Allison tries to take her hand, but Robin is quick to shake it away.  “It’s OK to be in love.  It’s OK to be happy.”
 
   “That’s what my therapist says.”  Which is true.  Dr. Hanover is always talking about how Robin needs to open herself up to happiness and not expect everything to go horribly wrong at any moment.  Easier said than done.  “Can we drop it?”
 
   “Sorry.”  Allison gulps down some coffee while Robin checks over the room again.  Still no sign of Starla.
 
   But a familiar face does appear in the doorway:  Kate King, ace reporter for the Star and the girl whom Stan Shaw had chased after like a puppy for the better part of a decade.  Robin watches King go up to the counter.  Even from back here it’s clear the woman is a wreck:  her makeup is smeared, her hair is uncombed, and her clothes are wrinkled.  Did she really care that much about Starla?  By all accounts Kate and Starla had been on the outs after the thing with Dr. Roboto when Starla began hanging out with that pipsqueak photographer.
 
   King is dumping money into the barista’s hand when her phone rings.  Robin reaches for her own phone.  If Starla did go off somewhere to sulk, who might be the first on her call list?  Robin presses a few buttons on her phone, allowing her to eavesdrop on King’s phone.  It’s not Starla; it’s Larry Black, the editor of the paper.
 
   “There’s something going down in New Zealand,” Black says.  “I need you on it.”
 
   Robin turns her phone to CNN in time to see a grainy image of robots marauding through a fishing village.  She turns to Allison.  “Looks like we got work to do.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Starla is the youngest person in the salon by probably thirty years.  Around her are a bunch of little old ladies with white or silver hair.  She looks down shyly at her feet, feeling like a kid again.  She wishes they could go somewhere with people her own age; better yet would be to return to Greta’s house.
 
   After twenty minutes of staring down at her saddle shoes, Greta pats her on the shoulder.  “It’s your turn now, dear.”
 
   She motions to an empty chair, beside which is a woman about Greta’s age, her hair tinted bright orange to put Starla in mind of a clown.  This is the person she’s supposed to trust to style her hair?  Still, she doesn’t see any choice without hurting Greta’s feelings.
 
   “Well, look at you!” the stylist gushes as if Starla is three years old.  “I bet you’re another of Greta’s foundlings, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   The old woman clucks her tongue.  “Greta really did a number on you, didn’t she?”
 
   “It was my fault,” Starla says.  “She did the best she could.”
 
   “I’m sure she did.  Let’s see what we can do to fix it, shall we?”  The stylist holds out her hand.  “My name’s Harriet.”
 
   “Star.”
 
   “That’s an interesting name.  Your parents some kind of hippies?”
 
   “It’s an old family name.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I was named for my great-grandma.”  Harriet twirls a plastic smock around to lay over Starla’s chest.  As she does, the television in the corner brings up a special report.  Before Starla can see what’s going on, Harriet takes her glasses and then begins to comb her hair.
 
   Starla strains to listen to the anchor on the screen.  From what she can gather, there’s been some kind of attack on New Zealand.  “Oh no,” she whispers.
 
   “Another robot attack?”  Harriet clucks her tongue again.  “Things were a lot safer with those supermen around.  Those girls they got now don’t seem up to it.”
 
   “They’re doing their best,” Starla says while inside she chides herself for being so selfish as to abandon her friends when they would need her.  No, they can handle this.  They’ll find a way.  And maybe this way fewer people will die.
 
   “Their best ain’t much.  Look what happened when they went up against that Dr. Robot.  He sure gave them the business.  If it weren’t for that kid, we’d all be screwed.”  Harriet leans the chair back to dangle Starla’s head over the sink.  Over the sound of the water, Starla can’t hear what’s going on in New Zealand; she hopes it isn’t anything too serious.
 
   After a couple of minutes, Harriet lifts Starla’s chair back up and then begins raking at her wet hair with a comb.  “This city ain’t safe since that girl took over.  Back in the old days, criminals wouldn’t show their faces, especially not in the daylight.  Now they ain’t scared of nothing.  Why last week my friend had her purse taken right off her shoulder.  Where was that Apex Girl then?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Starla mumbles.  She’s relieved to hear on the TV that Velocity Gal has arrived on the scene.  Allison will be able to handle whatever the problem is.  If she can’t, Elise and Robin shouldn’t be too far behind.  But what if they can’t?  What if something happens to them because she decided to abandon them?
 
   “Look at that girl with her boobs practically falling out.  And those heels?  Where’d they find her at, a whorehouse?  She’s almost as bad as that Apex Girl.  Now there was one I wouldn’t want anywhere near my grandsons.”
 
   Starla feels her face warm at this.  She wants to explain she and Allison didn’t get to choose their costumes; the government issued them to the Super Squad.  But that had been over a year ago; she could have done something about it since then, if she’d really wanted to.  While she tries to tell herself she didn’t want to go through the bother, she wonders if another part of her had really enjoyed dressing up in that revealing costume.
 
   “Now look at that fish girl.  You can practically see her privates against those leggings.  Shameful.”
 
   “But she’s married, isn’t she?” Starla says, hoping to assuage some of Harriet’s anger.
 
   “Oh sure, probably to some fish.  Those Pacificans ought to stay underwater where they belong.  The last thing we need up here is a bunch of fish babies.”  
 
   Harriet stops her diatribe for a moment to pick up a pair of scissors to snip at Starla’s hair with.  Starla tries not to fidget too much; this is her first real haircut since she was a twelve-year-old boy, before her powers began to manifest themselves.  Since then, she’d needed to go up to the Crystal Lair to use specialized equipment any time she needed a trim.
 
   Harriet keeps up a running commentary of the evils of the Pacificans while she works.  In her mind, the government should wipe out Pacifica before those no goodniks can destroy America.  It’s difficult not to fidget at this, as Starla’s anger begins to build.  Except for Killer Whale, Pacificans never posed a threat to humans.  Most Pacificans never even go to the surface, much less go ashore to seduce humans.  Starla wonders how many times Elise has heard this; it’s no wonder she prefers to stay underwater with her family.
 
   “There’s that little punk who tags along with them.  I don’t know what those girls are thinking putting kids in danger.  That girl’s mother really dropped the ball there.”  
 
   Though she can’t see the screen, Starla is sure Harriet must be talking about Midnight Spectre.  She of course doesn’t know that Robin used to be a thirty-five-year-old man and even as a teenage girl is still the smartest fighter Starla’s ever seen.  As for Robin’s mother, she died over twenty-five years ago.  Starla bites down on her lip so no smart retorts can escape; this woman is entitled to her opinion even if it’s horribly wrong.
 
   After what seems like an eternity, Harriet spins the chair around.  She presses Starla’s glasses into her hands.  She puts them on and then blinks a few times at the reflection she sees in the mirror.  Her hair is even shorter than when she was Anorexic Girl; Harriet has styled it into a thick helmet around her head.  Starla pats it as if to make sure it’s real.  “What do you think?”
 
   “It’s…nice,” she says.  It will take some getting used to, but it does really seem to go with the old glasses and clothes.
 
   “I don’t suppose you want it colored?  I know a lot of kids these days go in for that.”
 
   Starla considers this.  Dyeing her hair would make it harder for anyone to recognize her.  Then she glances at Harriet with her orange fright wig; she doesn’t want to end up like that.  “No, I like it this color.”
 
   “Oh my God,” Harriet says.  
 
   Starla thinks she must have said something wrong, but then she follows Harriet’s eyes to the television screen.  Starla feels ready to faint as she watches Apex Man descend from the clouds.
 
   *** 
 
   As soon as Allison gets on the scene, she can see these are the same robots she and Starla fought in Washington.  The only difference is these ones are bigger, at least twenty feet tall.  She wishes Starla were here to smash the things with her super strength.  The only way for Allison to stop them is to speed around their feet until they trip trying to catch her.
 
   She does this for a while, but it doesn’t seem to be doing much good.  The robots have already wiped out the buildings and have most of the people scrambling inland, towards the hills.  She races towards the robots closest to the people.  For a moment she has to stand still in order for the robots to lock onto her.  Then she races off in a figure eight pattern around two robots.  She gets lucky as one of the robots blasts another with some kind of energy weapon.
 
   It takes a few minutes for the robots to figure out her attack pattern.  One bends down and then scoops away a chunk of ground like a steam shovel.  Allison is able to swerve around the robotic hand, but another is already swooping down at her.  Before it can hit her, something gold plunges into its wrist.  There’s a surge of gold energy and then the hand crashes to the ground, trailing conduits and circuits.
 
   “Who are these guys?” Elise asks.
 
   “The same guys who hit Dalton’s convoy.”
 
   “Someone should tell them she’s dead already.  Even if she weren’t, she wouldn’t be hanging around New Zealand,” Elise says.  She snatches her gold trident from the robot’s wrist.  “I don’t suppose you guys found Starla?”
 
   “No.  I expect she’ll be sitting this one out.”
 
   “Great.”  Elise dances away from a robot hand and then whirls around to smash the trident into its leg.
 
   They whittle the number of robots down, but more take their place.  “Did you see where they’re coming from?” Allison asks.
 
   “It’s not underwater.”
 
   Allison looks up, but there’s no sign of a plane or spaceship or anything except a news chopper.  Maybe they have some kind of cloaking device; Robin would be the one to ask about that.  Allison gets her chance a few minutes later when Midnight Spectre’s jet appears overhead.
 
   “Can you see anyone up there?” Allison asks Robin.
 
   “The skies seem clear.  I’m running the scanners on all spectrums, but there’s nothing here.”
 
   “What’s the plan?”
 
   “Hang back a second.  I got a little something to try.”
 
   Allison watches the jet drop lower, its bomb bay opening.  A silver, cigar-shaped object tumbles out.  The moment it hits the ground, there’s a flash of blue-white light.  For a moment the robots are still.  Then one turns and fires a dozen missiles at Robin’s jet.
 
   “Looks like they’re EMP shielded,” Robin says.
 
   “Any other bright ideas?” Elise says.
 
   “I’ll think of something.  In the meantime, keep them busy.”
 
   “Easy for you to say.”
 
   Allison decides to try another tactic.  She latches onto a robot’s leg and then begins to accelerate her molecules along with those in the leg.  The effect is like a jackhammer that slowly shakes the leg apart—much too slowly.  Just as the leg’s outer armor is coming off, another robot fires at her.  It aims not for her, but the ground near her.  The concussion of the blast sends her tumbling to the ground.
 
   Robots surround her and Elise.  “Looks like we’re in trouble,” Allison says.
 
   Before the robots can open fire, Robin’s jet swoops down.  A stream of missiles spew from the bomb bay to rocket towards the robots.  Allison and Elise seize the opportunity to flee.  From the ground, Allison watches one of the robots raise its hand in time to snap the tail off Robin’s jet.  The plane begins to tumble.  There’s no way Robin can eject with the plane going end-over-end like that.
 
   A metal claw latches onto the nose of the jet, wrenching the nose assembly away from the rest of the fuselage.  Allison follows the line attached to the claw to see a nearly identical black jet overhead.  That must be Melanie, though she didn’t think Melanie was that good of a pilot.
 
   Then she sees a streak of blue and silver whiz through the robots.  Allison’s heart beats loudly in her ears and her mouth turns dry to see Velocity Man standing before her.  “Are you all right, miss?” he asks in Alan Bass’s voice.
 
   “Who…who are you?”
 
   “I’m Velocity Man.”
 
   “What?  But—”  She stops as she watches Apex Man streak down through the clouds.  He drives through the head of a robot, coming out the other side without a scratch.
 
   “I’d suggest you go back with the rest of the refugees,” Velocity Man says to Allison.  “The Super Squad will take care of this.”
 
   Allison wants to argue, but as she watches Apex Man smash the robots as if they were toys, she swallows her words.  Elise comes up beside her.  “What the hell is going on here?  Who the hell are you?”
 
   “We’re the Super Squad,” another familiar voice says.  Allison peers over Velocity Man’s shoulder to see Lord Neptune approaching.  He points to Elise.  “Where did you get the royal trident?”
 
   “I got it from my father, the king.”
 
   “That’s impossible.  I’m the king’s son.  It’s mine by right.”
 
   “The hell it is,” Elise snaps.  “Where the hell did you guys come from?”
 
   “The real question is where you girls came from,” another familiar voice rasps.  Midnight Spectre—the male Midnight Spectre—tromps up to them.  He drags Robin by the ear like a naughty child.  He tosses Robin down at Allison’s feet.  She squats down to check on her friend.  There doesn’t seem like any injuries to the girl.
 
   “Now is not the time to fight,” Apex Man says as he lands beside the rest of the male Super Squad.  “Right now let’s clean up this mess.”
 
   “That seems like woman’s work to me,” Lord Neptune says with a sneer.
 
   “Why you—” Elise begins, but Allison puts a hand on her shoulder.
 
   “We can do it together,” Allison says.  “Then we’ll go see Major Hall to sort things out.”
 
   But even as she says this, Allison is sure it’s not going to be that simple.
 
   


  
 



Part 2
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   St. Jerome’s used to be a Presbyterian church back in the 20th Century.  Once the church closed, Greta and a coalition of local businesses turned it into a mission for the city’s homeless.  Greta explains this as she gives Starla a tour of the building.  Starla has seen most of the building during her previous visits as Apex Man, but this time she gets to see the more private areas like the offices, the kitchens, and the laundry room.
 
   As always it’s sobering to see the men, women, and especially the children in the dining room.  “We get more than we can handle here.  I hate to turn anyone away, but sometimes we don’t have a choice,” Greta says.
 
   “That’s awful,” Starla mumbles.  She knows what happens to those who get turned away; they have to either find another shelter, or more likely they take their chances on the street.
 
   “Of course what we really want is to do more than give these people a meal and a blanket.  Ideally we want them to get back on their feet, start contributing to society again.  Especially a girl your age.”
 
   Starla’s face warms at this.  “I’d like to contribute to society.”
 
   “I’m sure you would.  We can always use another hand around here.  I can’t pay more than minimum wage, but it’ll put a little in your pocket and give you a reference for later.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful,” Starla says.  Then she looks around at the other people, the really destitute people.  “But there has to be someone here who needs it more.”
 
   “Nonsense.  You need a job, don’t you?  Much as I like you, I can’t let you stay in my house free forever.”
 
   “I don’t want to take an opportunity away from someone who really needs it.”
 
   “That’s why I think you’ll be perfect for this place.  You’ve got a good heart.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She takes the hand Greta offers to shake it.  “I won’t let you down.”
 
   “I’m sure you won’t.  Now, let’s get you back to the kitchen so you can get to work.”
 
   In the kitchen Starla receives an apron to put over Greta’s sister’s clothes.  The apron is long enough that it goes all the way down to the floor.  Greta pats her on the shoulder.  “We’ll find you one that fits tomorrow.  Today you’ll have to manage.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “You know how to wash dishes?”
 
   “Yes.”  Back in Rockford Starla had worked as a dishwasher in a local Italian restaurant throughout high school.
 
   “We can’t afford one of them fancy machines, so you’ll have to do it by hand.  Bertha here will help you out.”
 
   Bertha is a fat, middle-aged woman with a permanent scowl affixed to her face; she and Robin would get along perfectly—or kill each other.  The first thing Bertha does is grab one of Starla’s hands to examine it.  She scoffs loudly.  “These hands ain’t seen a day of work in their life.”
 
   “This is my first real job,” Starla lies.
 
   “When we get done, those dainty mitts of yours will get toughened up.”  Bertha holds up a hand that’s so calloused and pruned it could serve as a baseball mitt.  “This here’s a real woman’s hand.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   Starla has to take off her sweater and then roll up the sleeves of her blouse before she jams them into the water.  Dishwashing isn’t any different than she remembers.  It’s still a tedious process, especially with the pots and pans that have dried-up gunk on them.  When she tries to scrub those, she misses her superhuman strength.
 
   This reminds her of what she saw on the television before she left the salon.  How could Apex Man be there?  She had been Apex Man before the Feminazi used that alien weapon on her, so there’s no way Apex Man could be in New Zealand.  The only explanation she can think of is that someone created a duplicate, a robot or clone of her male self.  She ought to slip away from here to call the military.  But then she’ll have to reveal what she has done to herself; they probably won’t believe her.
 
   “Come on, kid, we got dinner to serve in two hours,” Bertha grumbles.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Starla scrubs an offending pan harder.  For now this is her only job.
 
   *** 
 
   It’s a tight squeeze in Major Hall’s office for all seven of them.  The men sit to one side of the room while the women take up the other side.  Robin glares at the male Midnight Spectre, the impostor.  She has her phone out to use its scanning features to search for signs of the man’s true identity, but so far he seems like a normal human.
 
   Major Hall looks from one group to the other like he’s watching a tennis match.  “Well, gentlemen, I suppose the first question is where you came from.”
 
   “We were in a special prison on Titan,” Apex Man says.  “The Feminazi had some kind of teleporter that sent us there from Dr. Roboto’s island.  We were kept there by some of the robots until Rob found a way for us to escape.”
 
   “Bullshit,” Robin mutters into her hand.
 
   “If that’s true, then who are these girls?”
 
   “They must be plants.  You said Dalton was a traitor.  She must have created doubles of us to install as her agents.”
 
   “That didn’t work out so well for her,” Elise says.
 
   “Apparently she messed up the mental programming,” the impostor Midnight Spectre says.
 
   “That seems like a pretty convoluted scheme,” Allison says.
 
   “And making us all girls wasn’t convoluted?” Lord Neptune shoots back.  He glares at his female self with revulsion.  That is a point in their favor.
 
   “Let’s settle down, people,” Major Hall says.  “I think the first thing we have to do is run a full battery of tests on all of you.”
 
   “We were tested plenty a year ago,” Robin says.
 
   “By Dalton’s people,” Major Hall says.  “I’m sure Colonel Storm will want someone else to verify those tests.”
 
   “Fine.  Take your blood and DNA and whatever else you want.  It’ll show we’re the real ones and they’re the impostors,” Robin says, glaring at the man claiming to be her.
 
   “If you’re supposed to be Rob, why are you so little?” Lord Neptune asks.  “I mean how old are you, fifteen?”
 
   “I’m eighteen, you shit, and I can still take you anytime, anywhere.”
 
   “Rob didn’t have any powers, so the weapon worked differently on him,” Allison says.  “The same thing happened to Major Dalton when Dr. Roboto used it on her.”
 
   “She became a man?” Velocity Man asks.
 
   “No, she got younger.”
 
   “Now that sounds convoluted,” the impostor Midnight Spectre says.
 
   “We’ll be happy to submit to whatever tests you require,” Apex Man says.  Robin had forgotten how authoritative that voice could sound; for many people it’d be like hearing the voice of God himself.
 
   “Great.  I’ll set that up.  In the meantime, I want all of you to stay out of sight.  I’ll run interference with the press.  There’s no way to bury this, but we can try to stonewall them for a little while.  I’ll brief Colonel Storm on everything to get his input.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do?” Allison asks.  “I can’t drop off the grid for another couple of months.  Sally will freak out.”
 
   “Sally thinks I’m a girl?” Velocity Man says.
 
   “Yeah and it turns out Sally is a latent homosexual,” Robin says.
 
   “You little bastard!” Velocity Man shouts.  He’s across the room in the blink of an eye.  Allison wraps an arm around his neck.  They struggle and strain against each other until Apex Man intervenes.
 
   “That’s enough!” he snaps loud enough to shake the walls.  “The next one to get out of line answers to me.”
 
   “If the rest of us are girls too, what happened to Apex?” the impostor Midnight Spectre asks.
 
   “We were trying to figure that out.  She disappeared not long before you guys showed up.”  Robin glares at the impostors.  “I bet you don’t know anything about that.”
 
   “We were as surprised to see you girls as you were to see us,” Apex Man says.
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Major Hall puts up his hands.  “We’ll let you girls make a call home.  Tell them you’ve got some business here to take care of.  Then you all go into lockdown until this gets sorted out.”
 
   “The hell with that!” Robin says at the same time her male counterpart does.  Apex Man clears his throat.  Robin looks down at the floor.  She knows if this Apex Man is an exact replica of the other he’ll keep them here out of some misplaced sense of patriotism.  “Fine, but I’ll need to call Jasper.”
 
   “And Melanie,” Elise teases.
 
   “Who’s Melanie?” the impostor Midnight Spectre asks.
 
   “Robin’s girlfriend,” Elise says.
 
   Her male counterpart roars with laughter.  “Wait, so you’re gay now and I’m not?  Classic.”
 
   “Shut up!” Robin shrieks.  Apex Man or no she’s ready to wring Lord Neptune’s neck.  “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “All right, everyone settle down,” Major Hall says.  “I’ll arrange for quarters at Andrews for all of you.  We’ll make sure to keep both teams far apart.  I don’t want any contact between you until we figure out who’s who.  Now, girls, go out and make your phone calls.  The men can stay here while I set things up.”
 
   Robin doesn’t like the idea of leaving the men alone with the major, but there’s really no choice without starting a fight.  She decides to follow Allison and Elise into the outer office.  She dials a phone number, but it’s not for the mansion.  The number is a direct link to the bunker’s computer.  “Execute directive Sigma Epsilon Tango,” she whispers.
 
   “Acknowledged,” a computerized voice says.  Robin disconnects the call.  If that impostor manages to get out of here and show up at the bunker, he should find the mainframes completely emptied of data and the systems on the vehicles disabled.  None of the equipment will be able to function until she gives the override code.
 
   With a smile she decides to call Melanie after all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   Over the next week Starla becomes accustomed to her new life as a dishwasher.  She spends most of the day working at the sinks, scrubbing until her puny muscles throb with pain.  If she ever flags, Bertha shouts at her like a drill instructor to get back to work.
 
   “Don’t let her get to you,” Greta says.  “You’re doing a great job.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Since she hasn’t gotten paid yet, Starla continues to stay with Greta.  They quickly fall into a routine where Greta gets up first to make breakfast while Starla showers.  Over breakfast Starla reads the newspaper to find out the latest with the Super Squad.  
 
   There’s not much to find out.  Despite Kate’s tenacity, the military has refused to say more than it’s investigating the incident in New Zealand.  The same grainy photos of Apex Man and the rest of the male Super Squad run over and over again.  Starla has examined these as best as she can with her bad eyes, but she can’t see anything to disprove that this man is really who she used to be.
 
   She still hasn’t tried to get in touch with the military or any of her friends on the female squad.  If she’s lucky maybe they’ll think she found a way to change herself back.  Maybe they’ll think this person really is her.  Then he can handle all the pressures of being the world’s most powerful superhero.  After a while, maybe Kate will write an editorial wanting Apex Girl back.
 
   She smiles at this thought as she polishes a dish with a towel.  In a way this is the best thing that could happen to her.  The weight of the world can finally be taken off her shoulders.  That is if this Apex Man turns out to be the genuine article.  What if he’s some kind of monster in disguise?  She doesn’t want to think about that.
 
   The other good thing about this Apex Man showing up is it has bumped the search for Starla Marsh off the front page.  The police might still be looking for her, but the story is no longer in the newspaper.  That should prevent anyone from seeing a picture of the old her and connecting it to the new her.
 
   “Come on, kid, it ain’t quitting time yet,” Bertha growls.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   As she finishes with the last plate, Greta comes into the kitchen.  She pats Starla on the shoulder.  “I think you can knock off for the night.”
 
   “I need to put these away—”
 
   “Bertha can handle that.  Come on, let’s get some dinner.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Starla expects them to go back home, but instead Greta takes her to a Chinese restaurant around the corner.  Starla feels a little underdressed in a grimy T-shirt and blue jeans taken from a donation box, but no one seems to pay her any mind.
 
   They’re ushered to a booth in the corner.  Greta orders waters for both of them.  “What are we doing here?” Starla asks after the waitress has left.
 
   “I thought I’d take a night off from cooking.  Plus I thought we could celebrate you surviving your first week.”
 
   “Oh, gee, thanks,” Starla says.
 
   “I’ll admit I wasn’t sure you’d make it.  Bertha can be hard to work with.  She’s driven off more than a few people.”
 
   “It’s not so bad.”  Starla holds up her hands.  “See, I’ve even got dishwasher’s hands now.”
 
   “You certainly do.  I’m so proud of you.”  She reaches across the table to pat Starla’s hand.  “Tell me, how good are you with sums?”
 
   “Sums?  You mean like math?  I’m OK, I guess.”
 
   “You think you could handle a cash register?”
 
   “A cash register?”
 
   “Tanya’s been operating our thrift store, but she’s getting pretty far along into her pregnancy.  I thought maybe you could take her place.”  Before Starla can say anything, Greta puts up a hand.  “I’m afraid it doesn’t pay any more, but at least you wouldn’t have to wash dishes all day.”
 
   “That sounds wonderful.  Thank you so much.”
 
   “You’ve earned it, dear.”  Greta pats her hand again.  Then she clears her throat.  “I suppose we had best figure out what we’re ordering.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Starla says with a grin.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin wishes she could throw the dumbbell through the television screen currently showing one of those obnoxious judge programs.  All this bickering over a rusty Monte Carlo probably worth a hundred bucks; it has as much value as scrap probably.  But even if she could throw the dumbbell that far, there’s a wire screen over the television to protect it.
 
   She does another curl and then wonders what one of those judges would make of this situation.  She can imagine the female Super Squad at one table while the males are at the other.  Which cockamamie story would the judge believe?
 
   So far there has been no evidence to disprove the male squad’s story.  The medical tests show they all have the same DNA and blood type as their female counterparts.  The impostor Midnight Spectre is even missing his appendix, as Robin is from when it was taken out before her fourteenth birthday.  But like everything else, that doesn’t prove he’s the real Midnight Spectre.
 
   There is one way to verify their cockamamie story:  go to Titan to see if there really is a secret prison there.  If Starla were still here she could fly out there to do that, but without her there’s no one except Apex Man who could go there.  Major Hall is consulting with NASA, but it would take years to get a probe out there and none of the probes in the vicinity have the right equipment for the search.  The only way to get one there quickly would be for Apex Man to carry it and how could they verify that he hadn’t tampered with anything?
 
   Per Hall’s orders the male and female teams haven’t seen each other in the last week.  In I Love Lucy style they’ve pretty much divided the base in two with the men staying to one side and the women to the other.  It would be easy enough for Allison or Velocity Man to sneak a peek on the other side, but Robin doubts this has happened yet.  If Allison or Velocity Man do anything it’ll be to run back to Focal City to see Sally Bass and her daughter.
 
   The one Robin keeps in contact with on the outside is Melanie.  They exchange text messages on their phones; Melanie exchanges far more than Robin.  From what Robin can tell, Melanie is doing all right in her classes but feeling homesick.  That’s no surprise as it’s the first time Melanie’s been away from home longer than overnight since she became a girl.  So far no one on campus has given her too much flak, but she supposes it’s only a matter of time.
 
   Robin tries not to think how much she’d like to be out of here, up at MIT with Melanie.  She tries not to think how much she’d like to press her lips to Melanie’s—
 
   “Something wrong?” Allison asks from the treadmill next to her.
 
   “No.  I’m fine.”
 
   “I’m sure we’ll get out of here soon.”
 
   “That’s what you think.  They might decide to keep us here until we’re old and gray.  Or take us to one of those secret prisons they think we don’t know about.”
 
   “I’m sure they aren’t going to do that.”
 
   “And last time they didn’t almost kill us, right?”
 
   “Storm and Hall aren’t like Dalton.”
 
   “Says you.”
 
   A girl about Robin’s age with a private’s insignia comes up to them.  “Excuse me,” she says.  “Major Hall would like to see you in his office.”
 
   “Great,” Robin mutters.
 
   All seven of them assemble in the office again.  They’ve given the male Super Squad civilian clothes.  It’s surreal for Robin to see herself as a thirty-five-year-old man again.  She supposes it must be even more surreal for him to see himself as an eighteen-year-old girl.
 
   Major Hall leans forward in his chair.  “Colonel Storm and I have been talking.  There’s nothing to rule out either squad as the genuine article.  Much as we might want to keep you all here for further evaluation, we’re under a lot of pressure from the mucky-mucks in Congress and the White House to let you go.”
 
   “Thank Kate King for that,” Robin mutters.
 
   “Indeed,” Hall says.  “Thanks to all that media coverage, we have no choice but to set you all free.”
 
   “So what are we supposed to do now?” Allison asks.
 
   “That’s up to you all to decide.  I would encourage you not to use violence.”
 
   “I think it’s obvious I should be the king of Pacifica again,” Lord Neptune says.  “They’ll never accept a girl on the throne.”
 
   “You can have the throne.  Just stay away from my family.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do about Sally and Jenny?” Allison asks.
 
   Hall shrugs.  “Beats me.  I’m not a therapist.”
 
   “Jenny will want her father back,” Velocity Man says.
 
   “You’re not her father!”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Damned right I am.”
 
   “And you really think Sally is happy as a lesbian?”
 
   “Shut your goddamned mouth!” Allison shrieks with far more venom than Robin’s heard before.
 
   “She’ll pick me.  You know it.”
 
   “Then let’s find out.”  Allison gets to her feet.  “I’ll see you there.”
 
   They’re both gone from the office in less than a second.  Robin doesn’t want to think about how confusing it’s going to be for Sally Bass.
 
   Hall sighs loudly.  Then he looks at Robin and the impostor Rob Holloway.  “You two it seems pretty obvious.  Robin is supposed to be Rob’s illegitimate daughter and you have plenty of room to spare.”
 
   Robin crosses her arms over her chest.  “I’m not living with him.”
 
   “Then go get an apartment.  Go live with your girlfriend.”
 
   Robin glares at the impostor.  She supposes it would be better for her to stay at the mansion.  That way she can keep an eye on him.  He’ll slip up at some point and then she can take the evidence to Hall and the others so they can end this charade.  “Not a chance, Dad.”
 
   “Good,” Hall says.  “And since Starla vanished, I think it should be easy enough for Stan Shaw to rise from the grave.”
 
   “That will make Kate King’s day.”
 
   “Has she been worried about me?” Apex Man asks.
 
   Robin rolls her eyes.  “Why else do you think she’s been harassing Major Hall about this so much?  You really think she cares about national security or any of that crap?”
 
   “Do you have to be so cynical?” Apex Man says.  “Kate loves America.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Well, since that’s all squared away, best of luck to you all.”
 
   “Wait a second,” Robin says.  “What happens the next time some army of robots shows up?  Which squad are you going to call?”
 
   “I don’t see any reason we can’t utilize you both,” Hall says.  “Seven superheroes is a lot better than four, right?”
 
   “Yeah, great,” Robin mutters.  Then she follows her “father” out of the office.
 
   *** 
 
   Owing to her smaller, lighter frame, Allison is the first one home.  She nearly cries with joy when Sally throws herself against Allison.  “Thank God you’re home.  I was so worried,” Sally says.
 
   “It’s all right.  Nothing happened.”
 
   “What about what they’re saying in the newspapers?  Is he really back?”
 
   Before Allison can answer, he shows up at the door.  Sally’s face pales as she stares at her husband.  “Alan?”
 
   “Hi, honey.”  He moves to kiss her, but she steps back while keeping one arm around Allison’s shoulder.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “Daddy!” Jenny squeals.  She has no qualms about racing into the man’s arms.
 
   He gives an exaggerated groan as he lifts her up.  “Oh my goodness, you’re getting so big.”
 
   “Where have you been, Daddy?  Mama said you were in Heaven.”
 
   “No, I wasn’t in Heaven.  I was somewhere far, far away.  So far away I couldn’t get back until right now.”
 
   “Are you going to leave again?”
 
   “Not for a long, long time.”  He kisses her on the forehead.  It takes every ounce of self-control not to punch him in the face.  The government scientists can say what they want, but Allison knows he’s not the real Alan Bass.  She was the real Alan Bass and as crazy as it might seem, she’s the one who created Jenny with Sally.
 
   But she can’t say all this in front of Jenny.  All she can do is follow them inside, to the living room.  Jenny leans against Alan on one chair while Sally and Allison hold hands on the couch.  Allison is relieved that Sally has stuck with her, but for how long?  She has to be thinking how nice it would be to have her husband back, to be a traditional family again.  As if she can sense Allison’s thoughts, Sally gives her hand a squeeze.
 
   There isn’t much to talk about until they put Jenny to bed.  Alan and Sally put her to bed while Allison watches.  Before she falls asleep, Jenny asks, “Daddy, are you gonna be here when I wake up?”
 
   “Of course I am, sweetie.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Cross my heart, hope to die.”
 
   Jenny nods and then closes her eyes.  After they’re sure she’s asleep, they return to the living room.  Again Sally and Allison take the couch and hold hands.  “I think it’s pretty clear that I’m the one who should stay here,” Alan says.  “I’m Jenny’s father.”
 
   “You say that one more time—”
 
   Sally puts a hand on Allison’s shoulder.  “Hold on.  We don’t have to fight.  I think it would be best for Alan to stay here.  It would traumatize Jenny too much if he leaves now.”
 
   “And what am I supposed to do?” Allison asks.
 
   “You can stay here too.  She still thinks you’re her aunt.”  Sally looks from one to the other of her husbands.  “This isn’t a zero-sum game.  There’s room for all of us.”
 
   “What about the sleeping arrangements?” Alan asks.
 
   “You can stay out here.”
 
   “You don’t think Jenny will find that suspicious?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Alan.  Maybe you really are my husband, but Allison and I love each other.  She’s the one I’m sharing my bed with.”
 
   Alan’s eyes narrow, but he doesn’t say anything.  Allison suggests, “We can move the cot into the bedroom.  You can get up in the middle of the night and crash on it.”
 
   “What if Jenny has a nightmare?”
 
   “We’ll worry about that later.  For tonight let’s give this a try.”
 
   Alan glares at them, but says, “Fine.”
 
   Once he’s stomped off, Allison gives Sally a victorious kiss on the mouth.  She’s won the first battle, but she knows this isn’t over yet.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Starla likes the thrift shop a lot better than dishwashing.  For one thing she doesn’t go home at the end of the day with her whole body feeling like a wet spaghetti noodle.  For another it gets her away from Bertha and with far nicer company.  
 
   “Have a pleasant day,” she says to an old lady as she hands over a bag stocked with clothes.  It’s easy to fix a smile to her face and maintain it even after the old lady has gone.
 
   Greta marches into the thrift shop and claps her hands.  “I must say, business has been brisk these last few days.”
 
   “I guess so,” Starla says, though she has no frame of reference to judge that.
 
   “I keep hearing about this nice young girl who works here, about how pleasant and helpful she is.”
 
   Starla’s face turns warm.  “I’m doing my job.”
 
   “You shouldn’t be so modest, dear.  Most girls your age are so cynical anymore.  When I go to the McDonald’s they practically throw my food at me with barely a grunt.”
 
   “Oh dear.”
 
   “I never really thought a girl like you could be such a marvel.  Honestly I thought you’d have run off with the contents of the register by now.  No offense, dear.”
 
   Starla actually smiles at this.  She supposes it would be like a young runaway to rob the store and take off into the night by now.  “No offense taken.  I’m trying to reward your faith in me.”
 
   “Well, you’ve certainly done that and more.”  Greta claps her hands again.  “I’ve got a big surprise for you.  The newspaper is sending someone by for an interview.”
 
   “Newspaper?  What newspaper?”
 
   Greta doesn’t have to answer because a moment later Stan Shaw appears in the doorway—with Billy Leyton in tow.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla’s first temptation is to run away, but she knows she can’t.  First off that would disappoint Greta terribly.  Second, even if she does run, Stan Shaw can catch her without a problem and then he’ll be alerted to something wrong with her.  The smartest course of action is to ride it out.
 
   She fidgets behind the counter as Stan Shaw approaches.  He really does look like how she used to, right down to the glasses she knows are fake.  He sticks out one meaty hand for her to shake.  His hand envelops hers, but she notes how careful he is not to rip her hand off as he shakes it.  “Hello, Miss Smith, is it?  I’m Stan Shaw with the Star.”  He grins his dopey farmboy grin.  “Your name is Star, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “This is Billy Leyton.  He’s a photographer.  You probably figured that out from the camera, right?”
 
   Starla forces herself to chuckle.  “That was a giveaway.”
 
   “Good to meet you, Miss Smith,” Billy says.  There’s nothing in his eyes to indicate he recognizes her.
 
   “Would you like to sit down somewhere, Miss Smith?” Stan asks.
 
   “We can do it here.  If you don’t mind standing.”
 
   “Not at all.  Mrs. Hersch says you’ve been working here for a couple weeks now.  How’d you happen to end up here?”
 
   “Well, you can thank Greta for that.  She’s the one who found me.  Some nasty men were going to take advantage of me under a bridge, but she scared them off and brought me home.  She really nursed me back to health.  She even gave me her sister’s old clothes to wear.”  Starla runs a hand along the outfit she wears, the same one as from that first day out.  “And since I didn’t have a job or a place to stay, she let me work here.  It’s been so nice.  Everyone here has been wonderful.”
 
   “How did you come to be under that bridge?”
 
   Starla has expected this question.  Stan was never the most tenacious reporter, but he wasn’t a complete softie either.  “My parents died when I was young.  I bounced around a few foster homes, until I got sick of it and ran away.  I’d been living on the streets for a few years, struggling to get by.  This is my first real job, if you can believe it.”
 
   Stan doesn’t ask too many difficult questions.  This is supposed to be a puff piece about a young girl turning her life around and all that.  Larry probably gave it to him as an audition, to prove he still has the skills.
 
   After the questions, she has to pose for a few pictures.  Billy has her smile behind the counter for one.  For another she stands by a clothing rack with one arm stretched out like one of those car show models.  She insists they get one with Greta.  “Can I get a print of that?” she asks.
 
   “Sure thing,” Billy says.  “What’s your address?”
 
   She gives him Greta’s address.  He scribbles this down on a notepad.  Then he looks up and says, “I’d better get a phone number too.”  His face reddens as he says this.  He stammers, “If you don’t mind.”
 
   Starla grins at him.  From the redness in his face, she knows what he’s doing:  he wants to ask her out!  All that time they’ve spent as friends and now that she’s a scrawny little nobody, he gets the courage to make a move on her.  “I’m not really sure.  I can get it from Greta.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   “I’ll get you the store’s number too.  In case I’m not home.”  He visibly gulps at this.  He’s smart enough to know she has intuited his plan and given him the go ahead.  While it might be dangerous to go out with Billy, she can’t help herself.  He’s so nice and considerate and smart—
 
   “I’ll be back in a second,” she says.  
 
   As Greta is giving her the number, Starla realizes she’s not the only one making dating plans.  Stan has his phone out and pressed to his ear.  “Mancino’s?  At nine?  Sure, I’ll be done by then.  See you later.”
 
   Though Starla didn’t hear all the details, she’s pretty sure who Stan is talking to.  Maybe after a year without him, Kate finally realized she cares more for Stan than for the scoop.  Starla hopes so.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise doesn’t really want to attend the gathering, but it is a royal command that anyone who is able to must gather in the main square of Pacifica.  The royal messenger delivered the decree that morning.  She’s sure her family’s name was at the top of the list to be notified.  It will be conspicuous to the new Lord Neptune if she’s not there.
 
   That doesn’t mean she has to be in the front row.  She floats near the back with Ariel in her arms.  For the moment the baby is asleep, but she doubts she’ll stay asleep once everyone begins the mandatory cheering.  They really should have kept the baby home, but who could they get to sit for her?
 
   It certainly seems like all of Pacifica has gathered in the plaza.  Elise looks around; this would be the perfect time for Killer Whale to strike.  A few sharks and eponymous killer whales and he could take out much of the population before they could do anything.  But no, Killer Whale is safely stashed away in Guantanamo.
 
   A seashell trumpet sounds to indicate the start of the ceremony.  The gates from the palace open to allow the parade through.  There’s a manta ray pulling a giant shell carrying members of the royal council.  A second one follows this, that traitor Baron Triton amongst them.  Cheers go up from the crowd and predictably Ariel wakes up.
 
   “It’s all right, baby,” Elise whispers.  “Mama’s here.”
 
   She pats the little girl’s back until she finally calms down.  By then the last of the parade is through the gates.  A pair of dolphins pull a shell, atop which are Mother and Lord Neptune.  Mother’s face is stoic while Lord Neptune waves gleefully to the crowd.  This is probably the biggest outpouring of support he has ever received.  Elise figures this reaction isn’t so much because Mother and the council did a lousy job as the people are elated to have their figurehead back.  Pacificans are slaves to tradition and even less open-minded than Rob Holloway, so they’re relieved to return to the status quo.
 
   The dolphins carry Lord Neptune up to a podium made of coral Erek had hastily prepared.  There are no microphones in technophobic Pacifica, so Lord Neptune has to speak loud to be heard in the back.  “My people, I am so glad to be home at last.  My wounds have healed and I am again ready to take my place on the throne, to guide Pacifica into a new age.”
 
   Elise tries not to snort at this.  If Lord Neptune is really like how she used to be, he’ll take the first chance he gets to slip off to San Francisco to find Paul.  She hasn’t really thought about Paul until now.  What will he think about this?  Will he run into Neptune’s arms the way he used to?  She can’t imagine it has been easy for him this last year; he, like the Pacificans, will probably be relieved to get back to the status quo.
 
   “I’m grateful for the work the council has done in my stead, but the time has come for me to reclaim my rightful position.  There is one matter that must be attended to first to make things official.”  Lord Neptune looks over the crowd, but even from far away she can sense his eyes on her.  “There has been a young girl calling herself the Mermaid who has defended Pacifica from threats on the surface.  This girl has carried the royal trident, the ancient weapon given to me by my father and given to him from his father, on through the founding of Pacifica.  I granted her the use of this weapon to keep my people safe in my stead, but now the time has come for her to return it so that my claim as the true ruler of Pacifica will be uncontested.”
 
   Elise’s free hand clenches.  She’d like nothing better than to swim away from here.  Since Earth is about three-quarters water, it’d be easy enough for her to find somewhere to hide.  But what about Erek and Ariel?  She doesn’t want them to live on the run, fugitives from Lord Neptune and his royal guard.
 
   She passes Ariel to her husband.  The baby starts to cry again.  Elise looks her in the eyes.  “It’s all right.  Mama will be right back.”
 
   Ariel of course doesn’t believe her.  She continues to shriek as Elise swims over the crowd.  She lands at the base of the podium.  Mother comes up beside her.  “Tread carefully, my daughter,” she whispers.
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Join me, young maiden,” Neptune says.
 
   “I’m not a maiden,” she growls.
 
   “Kneel before your king, girl.”
 
   If they were on the surface she would spit in his face.  Her fists clench again, as do her teeth.  She can feel Mother’s eyes on her, urging her not to make trouble.  Elise thinks of Ariel and Erek; then she kneels before Lord Neptune.
 
   “You have done an adequate job protecting the realm.  That time is now at an end.  Return the trident to me.”
 
   Elise wants to mutter some insult, but again she thinks of her family.  She reaches to her belt to take the ordinary-looking seashell from it.  She presses this into Lord Neptune’s hand.  Then she looks down meekly at the coral.
 
   Lord Neptune is of course smart enough to make sure it really is the trident and not a normal seashell.  He holds the golden trident aloft so everyone can see it.  Elise sneaks a glance at it before she resumes looking down at the coral.
 
   Even with her eyes down, she can sense the tines of the trident inches away from her face.  Lord Neptune leaves it there for an incredibly long time, as if he’s deciding whether or not to kill her.  “We thank you for your service, girl.  Return to your home with the king’s thanks.”
 
   “Yes, my lord,” she mumbles.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   “Yes, my lord!” she shouts so Erek and Ariel can hear it in the back.
 
   “Rise now, girl.  Off you go.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord.”
 
   Her entire body shivers with cold as she swims back to where Erek and Ariel wait.  Elise scoops up her daughter.  “Mama’s here,” she whispers.  “Everything’s all right.”
 
   Then she swims like hell for home.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   In the last week, Robin has seen her male self only a handful of times.  The mansion is big enough that they can easily avoid each other.  They both seem content enough to do so.
 
   Like little kids giving each other the silent treatment, they pass messages along through Jasper.  Those messages are usually to coordinate it so they don’t have to see each other.  For his part, the old butler seems to accept the stalemate.
 
   When there’s a tap on the guest bedroom that’s become her home, Robin knows it’s Jasper.  “Come in,” she says.  She doesn’t look up from her iPad as he shuffles in.  “So what’s the good word?”
 
   “Master Holloway is down in the bunker.”
 
   “Still trying to break my encryption?”
 
   “Of course.  I imagine if he’s really you he’ll figure it out eventually.”
 
   “I wouldn’t be surprised.”
 
   “And this doesn’t worry you?”
 
   “It will help prove he’s actually me, won’t it?”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   She finally looks up from the iPad.  “Did you actually want something?  Or is this a social call?”
 
   “From what I gather, this weekend is homecoming at MIT.  I thought perhaps you might like to go visit young Miss Amis.”
 
   “Something going on I should know about?”
 
   “Of course not, Mistress Robin.  I merely thought you might like to see your friend.”
 
   “Melanie and I see each other all the time.”
 
   “I thought perhaps you might like to meet in person instead of through a computer screen.”
 
   She raises an eyebrow.  “This guy’s got you worried, doesn’t he?”
 
   “I worry that you aren’t worried enough about him.  Have you considered what you might do if you were in his shoes, so to speak?  What if you were still a man and a young girl claimed to be the real Midnight Spectre?”
 
   “I’d find some way to prove she isn’t.”
 
   “And how might you go about doing that?”
 
   “They’ve already done plenty of tests on us back in Washington.  They’re inconclusive.”
 
   “Exactly.  What would you do next?”
 
   “I’d observe her to look for any giveaways.”  She glances around the room.  It wouldn’t be surprising if that male version of her had some bugs in here; her encryption locked out the computer and the vehicles but not the smaller items in the bunker.  “If she runs away that would be a sure sign she’s an impostor, don’t you think?”
 
   “Perhaps, but I still think it might behoove you to take a little vacation.”
 
   “I’ll think about it.”
 
   “Very good.”  Jasper nods to her and then leaves the room.  
 
   Robin waits until she’s alone before she picks up the iPad again.  She activates the app to activate the sensory package she installed.  After only thirty seconds, she finds it in the corner of the room.  The object is the size and shape of a ball bearing, but in reality it’s a tiny video camera.  No doubt the impostor is watching her right now.  She smiles at him as she picks the bearing up.  “Nice try, pal.”
 
   Then she sets the camera on the ground.  She stomps it with the heel of her sneaker.  It doesn’t take much to destroy the camera.  But this she knows is the first salvo in the war.
 
   *** 
 
   For their first date, Starla meets Billy at the same Chinese restaurant Greta took her to.  She chose the location because it’s familiar and far away from anyone else who might recognize her.  And it’s far from Stan Shaw and Kate King if they really are a couple now.
 
   “This is a nice place,” Billy says.  “Really cozy.”
 
   By that she knows he thinks it’s a dump, but she appreciates how polite he is to lie about it.  “My friend Greta took me here.  The food is really good.”  That’s her way to reassure him that dinner won’t be a total disaster.
 
   After they sit down and order waters, Billy sets a manila envelope on the table.  “I brought your pictures.”
 
   “Oh, that’s so thoughtful.”
 
   “I figured that way they wouldn’t get ruined in the mail.”
 
   “Good thinking.”  She opens the envelope and then reaches inside.  The first picture is of her standing behind the counter, a goofy smile on her face.  This is the first time she has seen her new self in a photo; the camera really emphasizes how young she looks.  “Wow.  These are really good.”
 
   “Thanks.  I’m glad they turned out.”
 
   “So when does the article come out?”
 
   “It should be in Thursday’s paper.  I’ll make sure to save you a copy.”
 
   “That’s all right, Greta is a subscriber.”
 
   “Oh, well, that’ll be a lot easier then.”
 
   “But it couldn’t hurt to have an extra.  Then we can each have one.”
 
   Billy’s face brightens.  “That’s a good point.”
 
   The waitress puts their waters in front of them.  Starla picks up a menu to glance over it, though she already knows what’s written on it.  She can sense the tension in the air between her and Billy.  There’s more she wants to say, but she isn’t sure what; she suspects Billy feels the same way.  They’re both holding back, relying on polite conversation instead of getting to the heart of things.
 
   After they order, she scoops the pictures back into the envelope.  She looks down at the table for a moment, waiting for him to say something.  When he doesn’t, she forces the goofy smile from the photographs to her face.  “Gee, you know all about me and I don’t know much about you at all.”
 
   “There’s not much to tell,” he says, but then he tells her anyway.  He grew up in Parkville, one of Atomic City’s suburbs.  His grandmother bought him a camera for his sixth birthday, which ignited his love of photography.  After his high school graduation he came to the big city to make his fortune as a photographer.  “It hasn’t really panned out so far.  Mr. Black still won’t hire me full-time.”
 
   “I’m sure he will.  You’re really talented.”
 
   “Now that any kid with a cell phone can take a picture I guess guys like me are sort of dinosaurs.”
 
   “You’re way too young to be a dinosaur.”
 
   He laughs a little too hard at this joke; again she finds his politeness endearing.  She doesn’t know why she didn’t see it this last year when they spent so much time together.  “I’ve been thinking about going back to school.  Maybe start with community college.”
 
   “Greta’s been asking me about that too.  We might end up in some of the same classes.”
 
   “That would be funny.  What are you thinking of studying?”
 
   “I’m not sure,” Starla says.  In fact she hasn’t given this thought much consideration.  Working at Greta’s thrift store isn’t a long-term career.  As Greta said it’s supposed to tide her over until she can get on her feet.  “Maybe I’ll take some different classes to see what interests me.  What about you?”
 
   “Well, I was really good at science in school, so maybe I’ll take some classes in that.  It’d have to be a better career than taking pictures, right?”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   They continue the easy conversation through dinner.  Only after the fortune cookies arrive do things get more serious.  “I don’t suppose you’d like to get a drink?” Billy says.
 
   “That’s kind of a problem.  I don’t have an ID card yet and I don’t really look twenty-one do I?”
 
   “Just think of all the money you’ll save on Botox when you get older.”
 
   She laughs harder than she intended.  “I hadn’t thought of that before.”  She reaches across the table to pat his hand.  “How about coffee?  No ID needed.”
 
   “That’s a great idea.”
 
   “There’s a little diner around the corner.  The coffee’s terrible, but it’s hot at least.”
 
   They share a laugh.  “That sounds great.”
 
   In this neighborhood at this time of the evening there aren’t many people around.  That makes the sound of footsteps behind them noticeable.  Starla presses closer to Billy while turning her head slightly.  There’s a young man in a dark blue sweatshirt behind them.  He’s probably going home or maybe to work.  She shouldn’t jump to conclusions.
 
   But her instincts turn out to be right when they turn the corner to run into a second young man in a dark sweatshirt.  This one pulls a gun from his baggy pants.  “Money,” he growls.
 
   Starla backs up a step only to be seized by the one behind them.  She feels his warm breath on her neck; it smells like stale alcohol and marijuana.  She’s painfully aware that he’s about a foot taller than her and from the grip on her arm, he’s a lot stronger too.
 
   “Hurry up,” the one behind them says.
 
   Billy reaches into his pocket.  He holds up his wallet.  “Here it is.  Just take it and go.”
 
   “What about the little bitch here?  What’s she got?”
 
   “She doesn’t have anything.”
 
   The man behind her cops a feel of her breasts.  “She ain’t got anything all right.  She your little sister or something?”
 
   “She’s my friend.  Leave her alone.”
 
   “Or what you going to do about it?”  The man shoves Starla to the ground.  She lands hard on her backside.  If she were still Apex Girl she would already have both of these men tied up and on the way to the police.  But now there’s nothing she can do except sob on the sidewalk while the two armed men loom over Billy.
 
   “Look, you got your money.  Why don’t you take it and go?”
 
   “Maybe money isn’t all we want.  Maybe we’d like to pop your girl’s cherry while you watch.”
 
   “You do anything to her—”
 
   “And what?  You gonna run home and tell your mommy on us?”
 
   They advance on Billy.  They have guns, but she figures they aren’t going to use them, not right away.  First, they’ll beat him up with their fists for the fun of it.  Then, after they’ve beaten him to a pulp and probably done terrible things to her in front of him, they’ll shoot them both.
 
   Starla’s fists clench.  She might be a tiny, scrawny girl, but she can’t let them do that to Billy.  With a scream she launches herself at one of the men.  She climbs onto his back, to punch and kick at him futilely while he tries to buck her off.
 
   All she manages to do is make them angrier.  The other man whips her across the face with his pistol.  She collapses onto the ground.  As she lays there, she tries to think what Robin would do in this situation.  She would probably use some of that kung fu of hers or pull out some fancy device.  No, Robin wouldn’t be in this mess in the first place; she had better sense than to be out in a neighborhood like this at night.
 
   From the ground she sees a familiar yellow-and-red shape descend on the scene.  Apex Man grabs both offenders by the back of the sweatshirt to hoist them into the air.  As if they were rag dolls, he hurls them into a wall.
 
   Billy rushes over to help Starla to her feet.  Apex Man turns to face them.  He flashes a smile to them.  “You should get this young lady home.”
 
   “Yes, sir.  Thank you.”
 
   “Just doing my job.”  Then Apex Man grabs the criminals again.  In no time they’ll be at police headquarters.
 
   Meanwhile, Starla trembles and sobs in Billy’s arms while he hugs her tightly.  “Let’s get you home,” he whispers.  She nods slightly, grateful to have him here.  It occurs to her now how often she was on the other end of this equation, how many times she’d grabbed criminals and flown off, leaving emotionally devastated people in her wake.  Why hadn’t she ever stuck around to help them?  At least she could have given them a ride home.  She could have given them the number of a counselor to help deal with the emotional stress.  But she hadn’t.  She had just assumed taking the bad guys away was all she needed to do.
 
   She stops him in front of Greta’s house.  “Thank you for sticking up for me back there,” she says.
 
   “I didn’t really do anything.”
 
   “No, but you tried.”
 
   “So did you.”  He smiles at her.  “I’m the one who should be thanking you.”
 
   “I guess we’re even then.”
 
   “I guess.”  They lean forward at the same time.  Their lips meet in the middle.  It occurs to her this is her first kiss as a girl.  Physically it doesn’t feel different than her few kisses as a man.  It’s inside that she feels different.  There’s a level of fulfillment she never felt with anyone else, a contentedness that settles over her after Billy pulls away.
 
   That’s when she knows she loves him.  It’s too early to say that, so she says instead, “Come inside and we’ll call a cab for you.”
 
   “I can walk.  What are the odds of getting mugged twice in the same night, right?”
 
   “Billy, please.  For me?”
 
   He runs a hand through her hair and then nods.  “Sure.  It’ll be quicker, right?”
 
   She presses close to him again as they go inside.  She’s sure Greta will be surprised to see them together like this, but at the moment she doesn’t care.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   It’s bad enough Allison has to share a bedroom with this supposed Alan Bass, but now she has to share her lab with him too.  He studies the diagrams of the alien weapon Dr. Roboto had managed to reactivate, the one that had turned the first Alan into Allison.  “So this is what did it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And you’re still not sure how it works?”
 
   “It’s an alien weapon.  It runs on a whole different set of principles.”
 
   “Physics is still physics.”
 
   “Not exactly.”  She relates one of their latest theories that this weapon might not only come from an alien world; it might also come from an alien dimension.  “In another dimension, everything we know could be completely different.  Up could be down or black could be white.”
 
   “That seems like a good way to cover your ass.  If you can’t explain it, make up some ridiculous theory to excuse yourself.”
 
   “Look, I didn’t ask you to be here.  There are plenty of other projects you could work on around here.”
 
   “Like maybe one to prove who’s the real Alan Bass?”
 
   “That would be a good start.”
 
   “How do you propose we do that?”
 
   “If one of us is a clone, there should be a slight difference on the subatomic level.  We need to get samples from both of us and then examine them down to the tiniest particles.”
 
   “You think I’d trust you to look at my DNA?”
 
   “No more than I’d trust you.”
 
   Alan plops down on a stool with a groan.  “We both know what this is really about.  It’s not about which one of us is real or not.  It’s about who gets Sally and Jenny.  So, how about a compromise?”
 
   “Like what, cut them in half?”
 
   “Sort of.  It’s obvious Jenny loves me and it’s obvious Sally loves you.  It would make sense then to split things along those lines.  Sally and I can get a divorce.  She can keep you and I take Jenny.”
 
   “You really think Sally would go for that?”
 
   “I think she’ll like it better than the alternative.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  And you think I’m going to let my daughter live with you?”
 
   Alan shoots to his feet.  He glares down at Allison.  “She’s not your daughter.  You’re nothing to her.  She wouldn’t even notice if you disappeared.”
 
   “Is that a threat?”
 
   “It’s a fact.  Jenny only tolerates you because of Sally.  If you left, she wouldn’t shed a single goddamned tear.”
 
   “That’s not true.”
 
   “You know damned well it’s the truth.  I’m her daddy and she knows it.”
 
   Allison’s fists clench.  She’s about to deck her male counterpart when the ground shakes.  An earthquake?  She thinks that for about another thirty seconds, when the ceiling is peeled away like tinfoil.  One of those ten-foot robots from New Zealand glares down at her.  This one is slightly different in that there’s a transparent bubble in the head.
 
   Inside the bubble is Carrie Dalton.
 
   “I think you have something that belongs to me,” she says.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin looks over the information taken from the cameras on her plane before it went down.  After a week of analysis she still can’t figure out how the robots kept appearing seemingly out of the blue.  About all she can guess is it’s another damned alien weapon.
 
   She shakes her head.  When she first decided to fight crime she thought it would be pretty straightforward.  She thought she would be punching out purse-snatchers, thwarting bank robberies, and putting a dent in organized crime.  That’s the kind of stuff an ordinary person with martial arts training and a lot of fancy gadgets can handle.
 
   Then along came Apex Man, a being from another world who could do all sorts of crazy things, even breathe fire.  That, as they said, was a “game changer.”  Since then the universe has kept shrinking as more and more alien technology appears.  Most of it seems aimed more at hurting the human race than helping it.  That or it seems to have a nasty habit of falling into the wrong hands.
 
   At times like this she wishes she could build a ship to find some of these alien races.  Maybe she could head off some of these problems.  But Starla was the only one who could go into the stars and she hadn’t liked to do so because too much time away from Earth’s sun would weaken her.  Now she’s gone with that impostor in her place.
 
   The iPad signals she has a call.  It’s Melanie of course; no one else calls her on Skype.  She taps a button to bring up Melanie’s face.  She doesn’t look too bad, which is better than a couple of times when she has called in tears.  “Hi,” Melanie says.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “Whatcha doing?”
 
   “Just looking over readings from that thing in New Zealand.”
 
   “It’s too bad I missed that one.”
 
   “Not really,” Robin says as she thinks of that robot swatting her plane like a fly.  If Melanie had been there, she might have been killed.  If nothing else, Robin would have wound up drenched in barf after that spin.
 
   “What are you stuck on?”
 
   “Trying to figure out how those things showed up without anyone knowing.”
 
   “Why don’t you send me the data?  I can analyze it.  Maybe I could run it past some of my professors—”
 
   “Do any of them have Top Secret clearance?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Then leave them out of it.  This is hush-hush stuff.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  Melanie’s smile fades for a moment.  “So, are you going to come up this weekend for homecoming?  I know you have important things to do—”
 
   “I might.  If nothing pressing comes up.”
 
   Melanie’s face brightens.  “Really?  That’s great!  I’ll have Mom buy us tickets to the game and then I’ll have to get my hair done—”
 
   “Don’t go overboard.  I said I might come.”
 
   “Sorry.”  Melanie’s lower lip trembles as if she’s about to cry.  Robin resists the urge to roll her eyes.
 
   “I will try really hard to be there, all right?”
 
   “Sure.  I wish I were as important to you as all this superhero stuff.”
 
   “Oh come on, don’t start that again.  You’re the most important person in my life.”
 
   “There’s not much competition, is there?”
 
   “I love you.  Can’t you accept that?”
 
   “I love you too, but part of loving each other is spending time together.”
 
   “I’m not the one who decided to go to MIT.”
 
   “Maybe you should have.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “I mean maybe it would have done you some good to come with me.  You could at least try to live like a normal person.”
 
   “I was doing that, remember?  You’re the one who wanted us to get back into the superhero game.  All we had to do was say no to Storm when he called and that would have been it.”
 
   “So this is my fault?”
 
   Now Robin rolls her eyes.  “You know that’s not what I’m saying.”
 
   “It sounds like it.”
 
   “Why do you keep doing this to me?  It’s like we’re an old married couple already.”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I miss you.”
 
   “I miss you too.”
 
   “So come up this weekend.  Please?”
 
   “As long as nothing comes up—”
 
   An alert sounds on her iPad.  Something has come up.  “I’ve got to go.”
 
   “Robin, be careful.”
 
   “I’m always careful.”
 
   Though she hates doing so, she purses her lips as if to kiss Melanie.  Then she touches the alert icon to bring up a message.  Focal City is under attack.  More of those damned robots.  Probably showed up out of the blue again.
 
   She takes the elevator down to the bunker.  At least the impostor hasn’t walled up all the entrances yet.  When the doors open she finds him grabbing some items from the armory.  Without a word, she begins to suit up in her costume.
 
   By the time she’s finished, he’s in the hangar, warming up the jet he came in.  It’s a pretty good imitation of the Mark II she wrecked about five years ago.  She can’t imagine where he got it from.  At least it has two seats.  “Mind if I get a lift to Focal City?” she asks.
 
   “I don’t work with kid sidekicks.”
 
   “I’m not a goddamned sidekick.”
 
   “You look like it from here.”
 
   “Listen, you shit, I was fighting crime before you were a gleam in the eye of whatever shithead alien created you.”
 
   “You’re the one who was created by some shithead alien.”
 
   “Nice comeback.”
 
   “It doesn’t change anything.  You can stay here and write in your diary or whatever it is you do.”
 
   “You sexist son of a bitch!”
 
   He pulls the fuel line away from the plane.  This gives her the chance to scurry up the ladder.  Except before she can make it, something wraps around her ankles.  Without looking she knows it’s a bolo, one of the weapons from the armory.
 
   She tries to pull herself up the rest of the way, but she can’t.  He grabs her by the cape to yank her off the ladder.  She reaches for the Taser on her belt, but he swats this away.  “If you know what’s good for you, you won’t try that again.”
 
   “This isn’t over,” Robin growls, but she knows it’s not true.
 
   “See you, kid.”
 
   She rolls across the hangar seconds before he cuts in the vertical lift jets that would have burned her into a crisp.  She hates herself for crying like a baby as he lifts off without her.  “I’ll get you for this!” she shrieks, but she knows he can’t hear her.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise watches Ariel sleep on her stomach, her thumb in her mouth.  At times like this her daughter looks so peaceful that it’s hard to fathom how terrible the world outside this room can be.  When Ariel moans, Elise wants to swim over to her, but a second later her daughter is still again.
 
   She feels an arm slip around her shoulders.  “She is a beautiful child,” Erek says.  “So much like her mother.”
 
   “And her father.”
 
   “I never considered myself beautiful before.”
 
   “You are to me.”
 
   They kiss, though not very passionately with their daughter in the room.  It won’t be much longer until Ariel will be able to swim on her own, which will make privacy that much more difficult.  Elise doesn’t mind that, not like she might have a year ago when she was still a man.  Back then she had no idea how wonderful it is to be a mother.  Even with the drawbacks, she wouldn’t go back to her old life for anything.
 
   She and Erek slip out to the living room, where they make themselves comfortable on a coral sofa Erek had carved.  With no television or radio there’s not much to do at times like these except to stare outside the window to watch the sea life drift past.  She snuggles closer to Erek to let the warmth of his body comfort her.
 
   “Is something wrong?”
 
   “There are times I wish I hadn’t married such a perceptive man.”
 
   “Whatever’s wrong, you can tell me.”
 
   “I’m worried about the king.  You saw how he embarrassed me in front of everyone.”
 
   “I know.  I wish I could have done something to help you.”
 
   “If you had we’d all be dead right now.”  Elise shakes her head.  “I’m worried we aren’t safe here.  I keep thinking of what my father told me—my biological father.  He said my mother sent me to the surface because she worried someone would hurt me.”
 
   “And you think we should send Ariel away?”
 
   “No, of course not.  But maybe we should move somewhere else, somewhere out of the way.  There are seven oceans on this planet; we could live in any of them, couldn’t we?”
 
   “Yes, of course.”  
 
   “I know it would be a big change—”
 
   “You don’t have to worry, my darling.  I understand perfectly.”
 
   “I thought you might.  You’re too good to be true sometimes.”
 
   “Only sometimes?” he teases.
 
   “I was thinking of going up to the surface for a day or two.  I could do some research to find somewhere far away and that has coral nearby.  Maybe the Caribbean?  It should be nice and warm there and on the other side of the world from Pacifica.”
 
   “It sounds lovely.”
 
   “You really won’t mind?”
 
   “I think you’re right.  We need to do this for Ariel.  Her safety is everything.”
 
   “I’m glad we agree.”
 
   They’re kissing again when her communicator goes off.  It’s a message from Major Hall.  Focal City is under attack.
 
   “I’d better go.  Allison and Robin might need me.”
 
   “Of course.  Just be careful.”
 
   “I will.”  She gives him one last kiss on the cheek before she swims away, leaving her family behind again.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   With two of them, it’s easy enough to make off with the pieces of Dr. Roboto’s weapon.  The computer files they’ll have to leave behind, but they won’t do Dalton any good.  Allison takes off in one direction while Alan heads in another.
 
   The question now is what to do with the pieces in her hand.  She can dispose of them anywhere; she could even toss them into a volcano if she wants.  Maybe she should to make sure the weapon can’t fall into the wrong hands again.  But then how will she ever be able to change herself back?  How will she ever be able to be the real Alan Bass again?
 
   It takes her only five seconds to get up to Seattle.  She hides the pieces in an abandoned factory.  She leaves her clothes on top of the pieces to retrieve later.  It’s a good thing she wore her costume underneath her clothes today.
 
   She speeds back to Focal City.  With her targets gone, Dalton and her robots have taken to laying waste to the city.  Dalton probably figures she can draw Allison and Alan out that way so she can capture them.  It is a pretty good strategy.
 
   It’s not the kind of thinking Dalton should be capable of, not the Dalton they’d seen during her trial.  That woman could barely tie her shoes without assistance.  That woman also had died when her convoy was practically vaporized.
 
   There’s no time to worry about that now.  For now Allison has to contend with more of the giant robots.  She doubts they’ll be susceptible to her tactics in New Zealand; they seemed pretty capable of adapting to deal with enemies.  
 
   She decides to try something they haven’t seen before.  It can work a lot easier here in Focal City than a New Zealand fishing village.  She races up the steps of a skyscraper, until she figures she’s level with the top of the robots.  Then she accelerates the molecules of a window until it shatters.
 
   She jumps out the window to land on the left shoulder of a robot.  She’s pretty sure they don’t have the dexterity to remove her from here.  It’ll need another robot for that.  By then she hopes to have the thing crippled.
 
   Trying to accelerate the molecules of the leg armor hadn’t worked, but that armor had been pretty thick.  What she has in mind now should work a lot better.  She dashes across the broad shoulder of the robot, to the junction of its neck and shoulders.  There, as she figured, is a bunch of power conduits that aren’t protected by armor.
 
   The problem now will be to destroy them without electrocuting herself.  She sets to work on the outer shell of the conduits.  Once she gets through that, she gets nearer to the current itself.  When she designed the original costume, she used a frictionless material that should be resistant to electricity, but she never tested it at these levels.  Here goes nothing, she thinks as she sinks one gloved hand through a conduit.
 
   There is a slight tingle through her body, but not nearly enough to electrocute her.  That’s not her worst problem anymore as the robot begins pirouetting wildly.  It slams into a building, its spinning body chopping into the skyscraper like a lawnmower.  
 
   Allison holds on as long as she can, but as debris starts to fall around her, she lets herself go.  She sails through the air, flailing around like the out of control robot.  The fall is probably going to kill her, or at least cripple her.  She thinks of Sally and Jenny—
 
   A hand seizes her by the back of her costume.  She looks up to see Alan there in his Velocity Man costume.  He grunts as he pulls her up to the roof of another building.  “What the hell are you doing?” he shouts at her.
 
   “Trying to stop those things.”
 
   “Well you did a damned good job.”
 
   “It’s more than you’re doing.”
 
   “I don’t need to do anything.  The cavalry is here.”
 
   He points to the sky, where she sees Apex Man streaking down from the clouds.  He punches through the center of the robot.  When that doesn’t work, he continues to punch it until its pieces finally rain to the ground, where they lie still.
 
   Below, she sees a flash of gold light.  She’s surprised to see Lord Neptune not Elise with the royal trident of Pacifica.  He stabs at one of the robots until it finally topples.  Apex Man is there to grab it before it slams onto the ground.
 
   A black jet swoops into the action.  Allison sees only one figure inside.  It must be the male Midnight Spectre given what happened to Robin’s plane in New Zealand.  Where is she?  Allison can’t imagine Midnight Spectre would sit this out.
 
   Allison’s communicator buzzes.  “Allison, where are you?” Elise asks.
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “Down by the harbor.”
 
   “I’ll come meet you.”
 
   Alan nods to her.  “Good.  You girls can look for any casualties.  Help the police clean up.”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “The real Super Squad has this under control.”
 
   “I don’t see you doing anything.”
 
   “I’ve got to make a run to Washington,” he says.
 
   “What for?”
 
   He gestures over his shoulder, where Carrie Dalton lies gagged and tied up.  “I got her while you were destroying half the city.”
 
   Allison gapes at him for a moment.  No words will come out of her mouth.  Finally she says, “I’ll go see to the civilians.”
 
   *** 
 
   Elise drags a little boy from a minivan.  The kid doesn’t seem much the worse for wear, just a bit shaken up.  The second Elise pulls him out of the wreck, he wriggles free to run over to his mother.  She thinks of Ariel and wonders why the hell she bothered to come here.
 
   All she and Allison have done for the last three hours is help the authorities clean up after Dalton’s attack.  Meanwhile the men are off somewhere posing for cameras and doing interviews about how they saved the day.  “This is such a bunch of crap,” she mutters.  “They get all the glory and we get stuck cleaning up.”
 
   “This is important too,” Allison says, but Elise doubts she believes it.
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “What happened with the trident?  Did you give it to him?”
 
   “Sort of.”  She tells Allison what happened at the ceremony back in Pacifica.  “He basically shamed me in front of the whole damned country.”
 
   “That’s terrible.  You think he’s going to do something to you or Ariel?”
 
   “That’s one reason I came up here.  I need to find a new place for us to live.  Somewhere far away.  Maybe you could help me with that.”
 
   “Sure.  Sounds like fun.”
 
   “More fun than this?”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  They share a laugh before they get back to work.
 
   They should have known it would only be a matter of time before the media jackals found them.  Someone from Fox News shoves a microphone in Allison’s face.  “What do you have to say to reports you caused one of the robots to go berserk and do even more damage?”
 
   “I was trying to help,” Allison mumbles.
 
   “Help?  Is leveling a city block your idea of helping?”
 
   Elise shoves the reporter back.  “What the hell kind of question is that?  What were you doing to help the situation?  You were probably wetting your pants in a basement.”
 
   “Are you the one they call Mermaid?”
 
   “What about it?”
 
   “What was your role in stopping this attack?”
 
   Elise’s face warms at the question.  “It was pretty much over when I got here.”
 
   “Yet witnesses spotted Lord Neptune taking down one of the robots.”
 
   Elise’s fist clenches.  Before she can deck the reporter, Allison grabs her by the arm.  “Look, we still have a lot of work to do.  The robots might be gone, but the people of Focal City need our help.”
 
   She practically drags Elise from the throng of reporters.  Elise can only imagine how terrible this will all look on television later.  They’ll edit it down to the worst parts and completely ignore the fact she and Allison were helping the victims of the attack.
 
   “This is bullshit,” she grumbles.  “This whole thing smells like bullshit.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean this whole attack was a goddamned setup.  Don’t you get it:  they’re trying to replace us.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Whoever created those damned copies of us.  They’re probably the same one who created those robots.  They sent in the robots to make us look bad and the men look good.”
 
   “You’re sounding like Robin.”
 
   “Yeah, and where is Robin?  You think she would sit at home washing her tights?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We’ll have to ask her—”
 
   “It wouldn’t surprise me if they already killed her.  Or they might have put her into a coma or something.”
 
   “Let’s not jump to conclusions here.”
 
   “Come on, Allison, don’t be so damned naïve.  You really think all of this is a coincidence?  Dalton ‘dies’ in that attack, then Starla disappears, then those men show up, and now this; do you really think it’s a bunch of random stuff?”
 
   “I don’t know.  But we’ll need more proof before we can say any of this to Hall.”
 
   “I wouldn’t go to him with it anyway.  He’s probably in on it.  Him and Colonel Storm.”
 
   “Now you’re getting a little paranoid.”
 
   “Let’s go find Robin.  Then we can start figuring this shit out.  The sooner, the better.”
 
   “Elise—”
 
   “I’ll see you in Redoubt City.”
 
   Elise stomps away, towards the harbor.  It’s going to be a long swim over to Redoubt City, but she doesn’t see any choice short of buying a plane ticket.  Not that she could get on a plane dressed like this.  By then Allison and Robin should already be hard at work unraveling all this.  The sooner they get answers, the sooner Elise can get back to her family.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   The top story in the Star is an editorial, another no doubt written by Kate King.  The editorial is titled, “There’s Only Room for One Super Squad.”  As Starla reads it, she feels a chill run through her body.  Kate praises the efficiency of the male Super Squad—especially Apex Man—while decrying the incompetence of the female team.  “Velocity Gal’s actions did far more harm than good to the city she claims to protect.”
 
   Starla shakes her head.  She knows Allison was only trying to help.  It’s easy for civilians to play armchair quarterback with superheroes since they’ve never been in those life-and-death situations.  They’ve never been thrust into anything so bizarre as having to disable a twenty-foot-tall robot.  If they were, then they might understand how difficult it is.
 
   “Something wrong, dear?” Greta asks.
 
   “Oh, reading about that Focal City attack.”
 
   “It’s so awful.  It’s a good thing those nice men were there to put a stop to it.”
 
   “I guess so.”  Starla discards the news section in favor of Lifestyles.  As promised, there’s a picture of her on the third page beneath the headline, “Local Orphan Becomes Beacon of Hope.”  Stan Smith’s writing is the same as she remembers, far more staid than Kate’s.  That’s why he gets the middle of Lifestyles while she gets the front page.
 
   She folds the newspaper to show it to Greta.  “Look at this.  Isn’t it nice?”
 
   Greta has to put on a pair of bifocals from a chain around her neck to read the article.  “It’s very nice,” she says.  She takes the bifocals off to favor Starla with an indulgent look.  “I suppose now that the whole world knows about you, we need to take you downtown to get your papers.”
 
   “My papers?”
 
   “You need an identification card.  A Social Security Number.  All that good stuff.  Can’t have you working under the table anymore.”
 
   “Oh.”  What’s she supposed to tell the government?  That she’s really Starla Marsh, only after a lot of plastic surgery?  “Do you suppose they’ll have the actual records there?”
 
   “That depends:  where were you born?”
 
   “Rockford.  Way out in the country.”
 
   “Really?  I remember stopping in Rockford once, a long time ago.  My sister and I bought some corn to take back home.”
 
   Starla wonders if they bought it from her adopted parents or perhaps one of their neighbors.  “Maybe I should go there, to the hall of records or something.”
 
   “I hope you’re not planning on running away again.”
 
   “Um—”  That is what Starla was thinking.  The hitch in that plan is she would have to leave behind Greta—and Billy.  “I wasn’t thinking that.”
 
   “Perhaps you could get that nice young man to take you.”
 
   “Billy?  I don’t think he has a car.”
 
   “Well you shouldn’t go there by yourself.  A sweet young girl like yourself can get into all kinds of trouble alone.”
 
   A girl can get into trouble even if she isn’t alone; Starla knows this from recent experience.  “I’ll ask him.  I’m sure there’s a bus going to Rockford.  Or maybe you could go?”
 
   “No, I really can’t leave the shelter for that long.  And I’m a bit too long in the tooth to ride a bus out to the country.”
 
   “You’re not that old.”
 
   “That’s sweet of you to say, but to a girl like you I’m older than dirt.”
 
   “Who’ll look after the store while I’m gone?”
 
   “I’m sure we can manage.  Just don’t be gone too long.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   Starla gets out of her chair to give Greta a hug.  Then she goes into the living room to pick up the old rotary phone.  It takes her fingers a couple of tries before she gets the hang of dialing the numbers.
 
   Billy picks up on the second ring.  “Star?  Did you see the article today?”
 
   “I did.  It’s great.  Greta liked it too.”
 
   “I made sure to save you a couple of copies.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Starla takes a deep breath.  Then she says, “There’s something I need to talk to you about.”
 
   “Oh?  What is it?” his voice is guarded; he probably thinks she’s going to break up with him over the phone.
 
   “Greta was saying that I need to get myself some identification.  I told her that I was born in Rockford.  You know where that is?”
 
   “Sure.  Mr. Shaw is from there.”
 
   “Greta thought maybe you could accompany me out there so I could visit the hall of records.  If you wouldn’t mind?”
 
   “That sounds like fun.  I don’t have a car, though.”
 
   “I thought we could take a bus.”
 
   “I’ve got a little money saved up.  I could rent us a car.  It’d be a lot safer.”
 
   “I couldn’t ask you to do that.  It’s too much.”
 
   “It’s no problem.  Mr. Shaw’s said how pretty it is out there.  I’m sure I can get some great pictures.”
 
   “Then write it off as a business expense, right?”
 
   He laughs into the phone.  “Right.  So when are we going?”
 
   “There’s no hurry.  Whenever is good for you.”
 
   “How about tomorrow?  I don’t have anything going on with the paper.”
 
   “That should work,” Starla says though she’d rather she had more time to plan her strategy.  “I’ll see you then.”
 
   “See you.”  He hangs up the phone.  She holds the receiver in her hand for a minute, wondering what she’s going to do now.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison knows something terrible has happened when she opens the door to Robin’s bedroom to find the girl facedown on the bed, clutching a pillow.  It’s hard to believe the muffled sounds she hears are sobs.  Allison sits down on the edge of the bed and then puts a hand on the back of Robin’s pink tracksuit.
 
   “Go away, Jasper,” Robin says through the pillow.
 
   “It’s not Jasper.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Robin, what happened?  Are you hurt?”
 
   She sniffles and then finally looks up.  Her face is free of any cuts or bruises but her eyes are red and her nose is running.  “Only my pride.”
 
   “What did he do?”
 
   “I heard the alarm and I went down to get dressed.  He wouldn’t let me on his plane.  I tried to get up the ladder, but he tripped me with a bolo.  My own goddamned bolo!  He left me there like a steer at a rodeo.”
 
   “It’s all right now.  You’re safe.”
 
   She clutches the pillow to her chest like Jenny does with her stuffed toys when she gets upset.  “He called me a kid sidekick.  I guess he’s right.  That never would have happened before, when I was still the man.  Now look at me!  I am a stupid little girl.  A goddamned sidekick.”
 
   “That’s not true.  You’ve always been a big help to us.  The Feminazi would have killed us if not for you.”
 
   “But Mel was the one who saved us from Roboto.  And what have I done since then?  I’m a goddamned joke.”
 
   “No you’re not.  Look, Robin, I came here because I need your help.  So does Elise.”  She tells Robin about Elise’s theories concerning everything that’s happened.  As Allison talks, she notices how Robin begins to perk up.  Her eyes get that gleam in them they do when she begins trying to unravel a mystery.  “You see, it’s all connected.  Someone out there is pulling the strings and we need to find out who.  You’re the best detective we’ve got.  Hell, you’re probably the best in the world.  You’re the one who can figure this out.”
 
   “I’ll try,” she says with a sniffle.  She finally sets the pillow aside.  “You really think there’s some grand conspiracy out there screwing with us?”
 
   “I don’t know.  You’re the paranoid one.  What do you think?”
 
   “It’s possible.  The timing of Starla’s disappearance and these guys showing up is too close to be a coincidence.  And Dalton showing up out of the blue to take back Roboto’s weapon?  Someone had to have saved her from that convoy.”
 
   “Or she’s another impostor.”
 
   “Now who’s paranoid?”
 
   “You’re rubbing off on me I guess.”
 
   “I’ll start looking into it.  I’d suggest you watch your back.  If they think we’re on to them, they might try to get us out of the picture entirely.”
 
   “Right.  You be careful too.  Stay away from that guy.  If he is the same as you, he’s not going to give you a second warning.”
 
   “I know.  Mel asked me to go to homecoming.  I guess I should have Jasper find my formal dress.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.”  She pats Robin on the back.  The girl seems to have recovered her wits now that she has a mystery to occupy her.  “I’m going to head back.  I’ll keep in touch.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   Jasper is in the hallway, no doubt eavesdropping on them.  He smiles at her.  “Thank you for that, Dr. Sable.  I can’t remember the last time I saw her so inconsolable.  Even when she became a girl, there was still that old fighting spirit in her, but after what happened…I was afraid she’d be lost for good.”
 
   Allison nods.  In a lower voice she asks, “You’ve known Rob since he was born.  Is that other guy the real thing?”
 
   “If he’s not, he’s as close as one can possibly get.”
 
   “That’s what I thought.”
 
   She waits until she’s outside to start running at full speed.  After a few seconds—when she’s halfway across the country—something slams into her like a freight train.  Allison is thrown backwards through the air.  She lands in a wheat field, gouging out a rut long enough to land a 747 on.
 
   All she can do now is lie on the ground and groan with pain.  This hasn’t ever happened before.  At superspeed her molecules are out of sync with the world around her enough that it’s like she’s a ghost.  Nothing should be able to hit her—except someone else going superspeed.
 
   Velocity Man looks down at her.  She sees the extra padding all along his right arm to let him use it like a battering ram.  “Time to wrap up loose ends,” he growls.
 
   Then she passes out.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise hates trying to swim from the Pacific to the Atlantic.  There’s no easy way to go about it.  Either she has to go through the Suez Canal or the Panama Canal.  Neither option is much fun, but the former is especially unpleasant with all the military vessels in the region. 
 
   So she opts for the Panama Canal.  Instead of trying to swim through the locks, she decides to go on foot.  She wishes she had some money with her for a cab.  Maybe she should find some rich guy, offer to sleep with him, and then knock him out.  She looks around her for a viable candidate.  Her eyes settle on a blond guy in a lightweight white suit who’s grinning at her—Ellis Pate.
 
   “What the hell are you doing here?” she says.
 
   “I could ask you the same thing.”
 
   “It’s none of your damned business.”
 
   “Is that any way to talk to your king?”
 
   “We’re not in Pacifica, so you can cram it.”
 
   “You are a citizen of Pacifica, therefore your allegiance is to me no matter where you go.”
 
   “Why do you have such a hard-on about my allegiance to you?”
 
   “Because you need to learn your place.”
 
   ‘“My place?’  Is this the goddamned 1950s or did you join up with the Taliban?”
 
   “I can’t believe I would ever take to being a girl so easily.  It barely took you two months to get yourself knocked up.  Disgusting.”
 
   “Maybe you should try it.  You might find it liberating.”
 
   “I doubt that.  How did Paul take the news when you broke it to him?”
 
   “Not well, but he got over it.”
 
   “I’m sure he was ecstatic to hear I returned.”
 
   “You stay the hell away from Paul.”
 
   “Why?  Not like you’re going to do anything with him.  You’ve got your husband at home.  Why don’t you go back to him, put your apron on, and then cook up some more of his disgusting babies?”
 
   That does it.  The bastard can insult her all he wants.  He can even make his veiled insults about Erek.  But Ariel is off limits.  Now he’ll see what a mama bear does when provoked.
 
   She doubles him over with a punch to the stomach.  It gives her a giddy thrill to see his look of surprise.  Didn’t see that one coming, did you?  She follows it up with a knee to his face.  When he tumbles to the ground, she kicks him in the ribs a few times.  “Don’t you ever talk about my daughter like that again!”
 
   She wants to kick him a few more times, but someone grabs her by the shoulder.  She tries to shake the hand away, but it’s too strong.  “I think you should come with me,” Apex Man says.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Starla can’t remember the last time she has spent so long inside a vehicle.  It probably hasn’t been since Ma and Pa took her across the country to the Grand Canyon.  That had been when Stan Shaw had been ten years old.  Not long after that he gained the ability to fly, which meant he no longer needed to rely on traditional conveyances.
 
   As it is, she wishes Billy had rented a bigger car.  Even for a shrimp like her there’s not much leg room.  It’s just as well she doesn’t have much in the way of luggage to pack since the trunk is pretty much nonexistent.  She feels bad if this is all Billy can afford; she’ll have to find a way to pay him back.
 
   Once they’ve left the city behind, she rolls down the window.  She sticks her head outside like she’s a dog, though she’s careful enough to take her glasses off first.  She closes her eyes as she takes in a few deep breaths of the clean country air.  It has been far too long since she took time for that.  Atomic City’s air barely met quality standards while the air up at the Lair is so cold it’s devoid of any smells of life.
 
   When she leans back in, she finds Billy looking at her.  “What was that about?”
 
   “I wanted to take in the air.”
 
   “I’d try that but I have to drive.”
 
   “I can hold the wheel.”
 
   “I’d better not.”
 
   “There should be a rest stop up ahead.  At least there used to be.”
 
   “Sounds great.  I could use to stretch my legs.”
 
   It’s not really a rest stop; the sign calls it a “scenic overlook.”  There’s not anything to overlook since the whole place is covered with trees.  They use the bathrooms—outhouses really—and then wander the grounds.  Billy reaches out to take her hand as they enter the forest.
 
   The trees are beginning to change colors so there’s still some green amongst the leaves.  Mostly it’s a sea of yellow and orange above them that makes her think of a sunset.  She wonders why she never found time to come out here in the fall before.  By the time she came out to visit Ma and Pa for Thanksgiving the leaves were gone.
 
   She starts to laugh.  Being earthbound has made her appreciate all the things she used to take for granted when she could fly through space if she wanted.  She had vision more keen than any normal person’s and yet she had missed so much.
 
   “What’s so funny?”
 
   “Oh, it’s nothing.”  She squeezes his hand.  “I’m happy.”
 
   “I’m happy too.”  He leans down to kiss her amongst the trees.  This is something else she took for granted all those years she had pined for Kate.  Why had she denied herself this joy the last year when it was right in front of her?
 
   Her good mood wears off when she sees the first sign for Rockford.  Then the nerves begin to settle in.  She still doesn’t know what she’s going to do in town.  The best plan she can think of is to try to find someone’s identity she might assume.  Maybe someone close to her age has gone missing.
 
   The problem with that is if the missing person has a family.  She couldn’t bear to be “reunited” with a stranger’s family.  She couldn’t play with their emotions like that.  But what else can she do?
 
   “You all right?” Billy asks.  “You look a little green.”
 
   “I think it’s that tuna sandwich.”
 
   “Guess you should have ordered the chicken salad.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “You need me to pull over?”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”
 
   She stares out the window as the scenery becomes familiar to her.  They pass by the Glavinic’s farm.  Pa used to take her there about this time of year for pumpkins to carve.  She points to the orange globes in the fields.  “We should stop for some pumpkins on the way back.”
 
   “That would be neat,” he says.  She likes that he’s enough of a nerd to call things “neat.”
 
   “They’d liven up the shelter a bit.”
 
   “They sure would.”
 
   She’s glad they don’t go past Ma and Pa’s place.  She’s equally glad her vision is so poor that she can’t make out any of the buildings from the road.  Despite her earlier fantasies of returning to them, the situation is more complicated now that Stan Shaw is back.  Has he already told them?  Surely they’d have to know their son is alive; they’d have seen him on the news.  It’s better for them to think they only have a son instead of a son and a daughter.  Things must be strange enough for them already.
 
   “Downtown” Rockford is the same as she remembers.  A few of the shop windows are boarded up, but most everything is still there.  They pass by the window of the newspaper where she worked as a delivery boy; reading those papers had helped to interest her in journalism.  And there’s the restaurant where she worked in high school.
 
   There’s only one stoplight, which conveniently turns green for them.  “So where’s city hall?” he asks.
 
   “Should be up ahead.  Unless they moved things.”
 
   Of course city hall is still where she remembers.  All the city’s services are housed in the one complex:  the administration offices, fire department, police department, and the library.  She supposes the library is where she should start if she wants to pull this off.
 
   She looks over at Billy.  When she does this, there’s no going back.  She’ll be that person for the rest of her life.  She’ll have to keep that secret from him and from everyone else forever.  But what kind of relationship can they have if she’s lying about something so simple as her name?
 
   She takes a deep breath.  “I can’t do this.”
 
   Billy takes her hand.  “It’s all right, Star.  I’ll be right beside you.”
 
   “It’s not that, Billy.  It’s…My name isn’t Star.  It’s Starla.  Starla Marsh.”
 
   She’s not sure how he’ll react.  She worries he might scream at her.  He might laugh at her.  He stares at her.  After a minute he manages to say, “That’s impossible.  You can’t be Starla.  She was…different.”
 
   “I know.”  She takes another deep breath.  She has gone this far, so she might as well go all the way with it.  “This is going to be hard for you to accept, but…I’m Apex Girl.  Or I used to be.  Starla Marsh was the cover name the government set up for me.  I really come from a planet far away from here, one that’s destroyed.”
 
   “But you’re not Apex Girl anymore?”
 
   “No.  I gave it up.  Kate was right that I was doing a lousy job of protecting the world.  When that convoy was destroyed and all those people were killed, I went up to my secret place to talk to my real father.  He made a formula that allowed me to become normal.  And, well, this is what happened.”
 
   “This is crazy.  You mean all this time you’ve been lying to me?”
 
   “I didn’t think you’d believe me.”
 
   “Well, you’re right.  I don’t believe you.  It’s terrible to pull a stunt like this.”  She’s surprised to see tears in his eyes.  “I really did love you.”
 
   “I love you too, Billy.  That’s why I had to tell you.  I didn’t want to keep lying to you.  You have to believe me.”
 
   “I don’t think I can.”  He turns the car off and then opens his door.  He begins to shamble down the sidewalk like a zombie.  Starla watches him go until tears cloud her vision.
 
   *** 
 
   When Allison wakes up, she can’t feel anything around her.  It’s like she’s floating in air.  She opens her eyes to realize that’s exactly what’s happening.  Someone has suspended her in zero-G, the only way to keep Velocity Gal in place.  She’s surprised to see Elise floating in a compartment next to her.  Elise is still unconscious, but looks none the worse for wear.
 
   Someone clears his throat.  She turns to see Colonel Storm sitting outside the compartment in a wheelchair.  His face is sporting a few new scars, which only add to the stoniness of his expression.  “How are you feeling?” he asks.
 
   “A little sore.”  She paddles forward, towards the glass.  She should be able to accelerate her molecules enough to shatter it—
 
   “Everything in there is coated with the same frictionless stuff as your suit.  You won’t be able to break it.”
 
   “We’ll see.”  She puts her hand against the glass.  She tries accelerating her molecules, but he’s right that she can’t break through.  She floats away from the glass.
 
   “What the hell is going on here?” Elise shouts.  “Where the hell are we?”
 
   “You’re in a secure facility,” Storm says.
 
   “What for?”
 
   “Officially this is a routine debriefing.  Unofficially you’re being put out to pasture.”
 
   “You’re going to kill us?” Allison asks.
 
   “No.  Some people wanted that, but I think that wouldn’t be right after all you attempted to do for your country.”
 
   “It’s not my country, asshole,” Elise growls.
 
   “True, but you were an asset.  One we no longer require.”
 
   “You son of a bitch!  You’re part of this, aren’t you?  That whole attack on the convoy was a setup.  You can probably get out of that wheelchair anytime you want.”
 
   “My doctors would disagree with that assessment.”
 
   “If you’re not going to kill us, then what are you going to do?”
 
   Major Hall’s voice says, “One of our new friends came up with something to take care of this problem.”  He comes to stand next to Colonel Storm, a syringe filled with something silver in his hand.  “Your buddy Starla is the one who came up with it.  This stuff here made her as ordinary as any real human.  Or maybe it killed her.  We can’t be sure.  But we figure if it worked on her, it should work on you.”
 
   “But she’s an alien.  We’re not,” Elise says.
 
   “Our physiology is completely different.  For that matter mine is completely different from Elise’s.”
 
   Hall says, “That’s all a little above my pay grade.  Our friend Alan Bass thinks it will work.”
 
   Storm grins at them, which is always a frightening change of pace.  “If it works, then great.  We’ll have a weapon to use should those freaks get out of hand.  If it doesn’t, then we’ll flood those compartments with enough poison gas to take down a herd of elephants.”
 
   “Why are you doing this?  We’ve done nothing but try to help,” Allison says.
 
   “This planet isn’t big enough for two Super Squads.  From what I’ve seen it’s pretty clear which one is more beneficial.”
 
   “You stupid son of a bitch!  Those guys are setting you up!  You’re dancing to their tune like a goddamned marionette.”
 
   “I never wanted you girls around in the first damned place.  That was Dalton’s work.  Now we’re going to correct that.”  
 
   Storm motions to Hall.  He places the syringe into a tube that’s sucked into Elise’s compartment.  A robot arm grabs the syringe.  In zero-G there’s nothing Elise can do but paddle around, trying to avoid the arm.  In such a confined space, it’s only a matter of time before the syringe is jammed into her arm.
 
   Elise lets out a scream.  The silver liquid slowly drains into her.  And then…nothing.  Elise rubs the injection spot.  “Is that it?”
 
   “Poison gas it is then.”
 
   “No, wait!” Allison shouts.  During the exchange she notes Elise’s hair going lank and her muscles atrophying slightly.  After a few more seconds her hair becomes perfectly straight while it darkens at the roots.  Allison watches it turn from gold to a dull light brown, only a shade or two lighter than her own.
 
   That’s the most superficial change.  Elise’s body continues to shed muscle while at the same time her frame compacts.  She screams as her body shortens probably four inches in the span of a minute.  As well as muscle and height, Elise loses the mass in her breasts; they shrink probably two cup sizes.  For the final touch, acne scars bloom across her pale cheeks.
 
   Elise floats in the compartment, panting from the pain.  Major Hall smiles nastily.  “She sure got hit by the ugly stick.”
 
   “Fuck…you,” she mumbles.
 
   “Not for all the tea in China, honey.”  He turns to Allison.  “I guess it’s your turn next.”
 
   “No, please.  Don’t do this.  I won’t interfere with you.  I’ll go home and retire.”
 
   “Afraid not, sweetheart.  Now take your medicine like a good girl and maybe I’ll give you a lollypop.”
 
   Having seen what happened with Elise, Allison knows there’s no point trying to fight it.  She closes her eyes and waits for the prick of the needle.  The contents of the syringe burn as they enter her veins.  
 
   She keeps her eyes closed until the pain begins.  Then she can’t help but open them.  A detached part of her scientific mind catalogs the changes to her body.  Like Elise she’s getting shorter and thinner.  Except she seems to be getting much shorter.  Her breasts shrink until they’re practically invisible.  Oh God, no, she’s becoming a child!
 
   Her screams are cut off as a vise seizes her chest.  All she can manage is a wheeze.  It’s a familiar sound from her childhood, on up until college.  Her asthma is back and given the shock to her body, it’s worse than ever.
 
   She claws futilely at her throat.  “She’s dying!” Elise shouts.  “Help her!”
 
   “Get her out of there,” Storm says.
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just do it.  And get a damned medic here.”
 
   Allison’s vision dims to pinpoints as gravity returns to the compartment.  She’s dropped hard onto the deck, where she mercifully passes out.  As she does, she wonders if she’ll ever see her family again.
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Chapter 17
 
   Robin stands in line at the front desk of the motel, clad in a pink hooded sweatshirt and blue jeans that make her look almost identical to the teen daughter of the family ahead of her.  Maybe she has disguised herself a little too well this time; they probably won’t even let her check in by herself.  She should have asked Jasper to come along to pretend to be her grandpa.
 
   She selected the Hampton Inn because it’s rated a solid two stars.  Her first thought was to find the sleaziest one-star motel in the area, the kind where you can rent rooms by the hour.  Then she figured that would be the first place he would look for her.  Her next thought was to do the opposite and rent a suite at the most expensive hotel in Boston.  But then she thought he would probably try there next.  The two-star motel seems like a decent compromise.
 
   Her sweatshirt and jeans go perfectly with her fake driver’s license giving her name as Valerie Heap of Cheboygan, Michigan.  She has a student ID for Lake Superior State to go with the driver’s license.  It’s the kind of boring, unassuming identity that will make it difficult for anyone to track her down.
 
   As she expected, the clerk does give her a once-over when she says she’s checking in.  She takes out her fake license and the credit card she had issued to her fake identity.  The clerk gives these both a long look, but then goes about her job.
 
   While the clerk is going through her spiel about breakfast hours, Robin hears a familiar squeal.  She barely has time to turn before Melanie is draped over her.  If not for her martial arts training, Robin probably would have been knocked to the ground by this onslaught.  “I knew you’d come!” Melanie shrieks.
 
   Robin nudges her with an elbow hard enough to shove her back.  “What have I said about that?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I’m so glad to see you.”
 
   The clerk gives Robin another look.  “Is your friend going to be staying with you?”
 
   “No.  She goes to MIT.  She’ll be staying in her dorm.”
 
   “We do still have some rooms with double beds—”
 
   “This will be fine,” Robin snaps and then snatches the key cards away from the clerk.  She wishes she could stomp away, but she can’t with her wheeled suitcase in tow.
 
   She waits until they’re on the elevator to say, “Are you trying to blow my cover?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Melanie says again.  “All this cloak-and-dagger stuff is kind of new to me.”  Then she smiles and says, “But maybe it’ll help you sell your cover since now they know you have a friend here to visit.”
 
   “I suppose.”  Robin forces herself to say, “I’m sorry I snapped at you.  I haven’t been sleeping much lately.”
 
   “It’s all right.  We can sleep plenty tonight.”
 
   Robin’s relieved when the key actually works on the first try.  The room is a typical two-star motel affair with a king-size bed, desk, chair, and an empty mini-fridge.  She has stayed at a lot of better hotels over the years and at a lot worse ones too.
 
   It doesn’t take long for her and Melanie to test out the bed.  For a half-hour she allows herself to forget all about the other Rob Holloway back in Redoubt City.  She forgets all about the possible conspiracy to destroy the female Super Squad.  She allows herself to enjoy being with Melanie again after an absence that has seemed like years.
 
   As they snuggle on the much-too-large bed, Robin says, “I missed you so much.”
 
   “I missed you too.”  Then of course she has to ruin the moment by asking, “How long are you going to stay?”
 
   “I don’t know.  A couple days.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “You’re coming home for Thanksgiving, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then it won’t be that long until we see each other again.”
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   Robin strokes the hair Melanie apparently hasn’t got cut since she started school.  “Don’t be this way.  Let’s make the most of this weekend.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Robin’s dozing with Melanie against her when the alarm sounds on her iPad.  The insistent warning tone indicates something really bad has happened.  She gets up to find out what.  “Don’t go,” Melanie mumbles, trying to pull her back down on the bed.
 
   “I have to see what’s going on.”
 
   She taps a button on the iPad to disable the alarm.  Then she sees why the alarm sounded.  It’s not because of another robot attack.  It’s even worse:  her tracking devices on Allison and Elise have both gone dead.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla has to search all of downtown until she finds Billy at the counter of the Rockford Tavern.  He’s hunched over something amber in a glass:  whiskey, maybe?  As she hurries over to him, the bartender says, “Hey kid, we don’t serve minors.”
 
   “I don’t want a drink.  I want to talk to my boyfriend.”
 
   “She’s not a minor anyway,” Billy says.  He turns to her, his eyes red and glazed over; how many drinks has he had?  “How old are you?”
 
   “We can talk about that later.  Right now we should get you to bed.  Come on—”
 
   “Don’t touch me!”  His voice is far angrier than she’s ever heard it before.  It’s then she fully understands how much she’s hurt him.  She awkwardly climbs onto a stool so she can look him in the eye.
 
   “Billy, I’m so sorry.  I couldn’t tell you the truth before.  I didn’t want you to get hurt.”
 
   “You made a fool out of me for a whole year.”
 
   “I didn’t mean to.”  She looks around the bar.  There are a half-dozen middle-aged men in the place, all dressed in Carhart working gear like Pa usually wears.  “Could we talk about this in private?”
 
   “Why?  What do you have to hide now?”  He raises his voice to announce, “Hey, this here used to be Apex Girl.  Now look at her.”
 
   “You’re drunk.”  She turns to the bartender.  “How many of those has he had?”
 
   “That’s his first one.”
 
   Snickers accompany the bartender’s words.  Starla can only imagine how quickly the alcohol would throw her tiny body for a loop.  She puts a hand on Billy’s shoulder.  “Let’s go talk about this—”
 
   “Get away from me!”  He tries to swat her arm away but ends up spinning around on his stool before collapsing to the floor.  
 
   Starla hops down to squat next to him.  She runs a hand through his hair.  He doesn’t seem hurt, just drunk.  She looks up at the bartender.  “Can I get a hand with him?  He needs to go sleep this off.”
 
   “I could call the sheriff to put him in the drunk tank.”
 
   “No thanks.”  She tries to get Billy to his feet, but he’s too heavy for her now.  She could drag him, but it’s a good quarter-mile back to the car.  She doesn’t want to leave him here until she can fetch the car either.
 
   “I’ll help you with him,” an older man says.  She recognizes the grizzled face of Mr. Clark, Ma and Pa’s neighbor.  He easily lifts Billy from the floor and then drapes him over one shoulder in a fireman’s carry.  “Where we taking him?”
 
   “Our car’s down by city hall,” she says.  Then she thinks of their tiny car already crammed full of what little luggage they have.  There’s no way to fit Billy in the backseat.  “I hate to ask, but I don’t suppose you could give us a ride over to the motel?  It’d be a lot easier than trying to fit him in our car.”
 
   Mr. Clark shrugs his free shoulder.  “I got plenty of room so long as he don’t mind riding in the back.”
 
   “I don’t think he’ll mind right now.”
 
   Mr. Clark’s pick-up is in front of the bar, along with a trio of nearly identical trucks.  There are a few boxes in the bed of the pick-up, probably some supplies he was buying from town before he heads back to the farm.  With surprising gentleness he squeezes Billy between some of the boxes.  As long as Billy doesn’t wake up and try to jump from the truck he should be fine there.
 
   She climbs into the cab of the truck as awkwardly as getting on a stool.  Mr. Clark backs out the second she has her door shut.  “So what’s a pretty young girl like you doing here?”
 
   “We’re sightseeing.”
 
   “You up from the big city then?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t really sound like the big city type.”
 
   “I don’t?”
 
   “Nah.  You sound like you grew up around these parts.”
 
   “I grew up over in Cedar Creek.  I moved to the city not long ago for school and stuff.”
 
   “What sort of things you studying?”
 
   “Just general studies right now.  I haven’t decided on a major.”
 
   The only motel in Rockford is an old motor court predating the national highway system.  Before Mr. Clark can get Billy down, Starla reaches into Billy’s pocket for his wallet.  She opens it up to find he only has twenty dollars on him.  She’s not sure how much he has on his credit cards, but she doubts it’s much after the car rental.
 
   “You kids need somewhere to stay tonight, you can stay at my place,” Mr. Clark says.  “I got plenty of room.”
 
   Starla knows this is true since Mr. Clark’s wife died five years ago and his kids have all grown up and left him to run the farm on his own.  She supposes that’s why he was at the bar, to escape the loneliness for a little while.  “That would be very nice of you.  Thanks.”
 
   They get back into the cab of the truck.  It’s sad to think if someone in Atomic City offered to put her up for the night she’d think they must be a serial killer or thief.  All her work as Apex Man and then Apex Girl still didn’t put a dent in that culture of mistrust.
 
   Mr. Clark’s house looks almost identical to the one she grew up in, except the wood is more chipped and the paint more faded.  He pulls up next to a rusty old Dodge she doubts has run since the Reagan administration.  
 
   While Mr. Clark carries Billy, Starla takes as many of the bags of groceries as she can, which isn’t a lot.  She makes three trips before Mr. Clark comes back down to help her finish.  “You didn’t have to do that,” he says.
 
   “It’s the least I could do.”  Her face turns warm as she says, “I’d offer to cook us some supper, but I’m not much good at cooking.”
 
   “Neither was my wife,” he says.  They share a polite laugh at this.
 
   As she unloads the bags, she notes they’re filled mostly with microwave meals and canned goods, the kind of things a bachelor would buy for easy preparation.  “Well, I think I can manage to nuke something for us,” she says.  She gets three of the meals out, but leaves the third one on the counter to warm up later if Billy wakes up.
 
   They eat their meals in the living room in front of the old console television.  Starla’s face turns warm as she watches a story on the news about Apex Man ending a hostage situation in Kenya.  It’s strange to think the man on the screen could ever have been her, that he had grown up across a couple acres of farmland.
 
   “I’m going to make some coffee,” she announces.  “You want any?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Mr. Clark says, motioning to his bottle of beer.  “You can have one of these if you like.  I won’t tell.”
 
   “No thanks,” she says.  In the kitchen she has to get on a chair in order to reach the coffee beans and filters.  From the date on the bag of beans, she doubts Mr. Clark has drank anything except beer in a long time.
 
   While the coffee brews, she goes upstairs to check on Billy.  Mr. Clark set him in a guest room not unlike Greta’s back in Atomic City.  This thought makes her miss the old woman and their simple evenings of reading and listening to the radio.
 
   Billy is still asleep and for the moment doesn’t seem to have thrown up on himself or anything like that.  She runs a hand through his sweaty hair and whispers, “I’m sorry about this.  We shouldn’t have come here.  I didn’t know what else to do.  I was afraid if I told you the truth you’d hate me.
 
   “The last year we spent together was really great.  It had been so long since I had friends like that.  You made me feel like a normal person again, like I wasn’t some freak.  I never meant to hurt you.”
 
   She starts to cry as she looks down on Billy and thinks of what he said in the bar.  “Now you hate me and it’s my fault.  I’m so sorry.  I love you Billy.  I love you and I’ll do anything to make things right.”
 
   She starts to get up, but then feels a hand take her sleeve.  She turns to see Billy sitting up in bed.  His eyes are bleary, but there’s a smile on his face.  He pulls her back onto the bed and then wraps her in a hug.  “Don’t cry,” he says.  “I love you too.”
 
   They kiss on the bed as passionately as at the scenic overlook earlier that day.  She’s tempted to do more, but Billy gently pushes her away.  He barely makes it to the toilet in time.
 
   She waits until he’s finished to take him by the hand.  “Come on,” she says.  “I made some coffee for you downstairs.  And dinner will be ready in a jiff.”
 
   “Sounds great,” he says.  They walk hand-in-hand downstairs.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   Elise hears Ariel crying in the distance.  She tries to paddle out of bed to answer her daughter’s plaintive cries, but something is holding her back.  As she flails around, she realizes it’s a heavy comforter.
 
   The sound of her daughter’s cries fades away.  She sits up in a bed somewhere on the surface, not underwater.  She turns her head to see what time it is, but the green digital numbers on the clock are fuzzy.  She has to squint in order to see it’s three-twenty.  Morning or afternoon?  From the dim glow around the curtains, she figures it must be the afternoon.
 
   Where is she?  The last thing she remembers was being in a zero-G prison cell.  Colonel Storm’s latest henchman had injected her with something.  She’s not sure what exactly it did to her, but Major Hall joked she’d been hit with the ugly stick.  Just how ugly?  No matter what, she’s sure it’s not as bad as when Dr. Roboto made her into the Sea Hag, a disgusting creature more fish than human.
 
   She rolls onto her side and then fumbles around the nightstand by the clock until she comes across a pair of glasses.  That would explain why the clock display is so fuzzy.  The glasses have the bulky shape of those an old lady in the ‘80s would wear, but she supposes beggars can’t be choosy.  
 
   The glasses bring the room into focus.  Even without much light, she knows where she is; she has seen this bedroom plenty of times.  She’s in Paul’s apartment in San Francisco.  How did she get here?
 
   Her stomach rumbles to alert her to the smell of bread baking.  She rolls out of bed and then gets unsteadily to her feet.  She pads towards the door like an old woman with a bad hip.  Too bad Paul doesn’t have a cane or a walker.  It occurs to her as she toddles towards the door that she really might be an old woman now.  That stuff they gave her might have made her a hundred years old.
 
   She needs two tries to get the doorknob to turn.  Once she jerks the door open, she’s relieved to see the skin on her hand is smooth and the limb about the right size.  The skin is deathly pale, not uncommon for Pacificans since they spend most of their time underwater.
 
   She’s exhausted by the time she gets to the kitchen.  There she finds Paul bent over the oven, taking out a loaf of homemade bread.  He nearly drops it when he turns to see her.  “You shouldn’t be out of bed, sweetie,” he says.  He sets the bread aside so he can rush to her side.  His hands are still clad in oven mitts as he guides her over to a dining room chair.
 
   “How did I get here?” she asks.  Her voice sounds like she has a cold—or has been smoking a pack a day for a couple years.
 
   “Some fascists dropped you off on my doorstep.  I guess I’m still listed as your emergency contact.”
 
   Elise nods slightly.  Erek doesn’t have a phone number or an address anyone on the surface could understand.  “Did they say what happened?”
 
   “They said something about an accident.  Another of those alien devices.”
 
   Her eyes narrow behind the glasses.  The bastards of course lied to Paul.  “No.  They did this to me.  And Allison.  Where’s she at?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I suppose they dropped her off with whoever her contact is.”
 
   Elise’s hazy memory brings up a detail:  Allison doubled over, her face turning blue as she struggled to breathe.  She might be dead.  Tears come to Elise’s eyes; her ugly glasses dam the tears up.  “They injected us with some drug.  They wanted to make us normal.”
 
   “Why would they do a thing like that?”
 
   “To get us out of the way.  He said the place isn’t big enough for two Super Squads.”
 
   “Oh dear, how awful.  Well don’t you worry, you can stay here as long as you need.”
 
   She shakes her head.  “I have to get down to the harbor.  I have to go home.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  You don’t look very strong yet.”
 
   “I don’t care!  My daughter needs me.”
 
   “All right, settle down.  I can take you down to the harbor.  But first, I think you should get a little food in you.  You look like you’ve missed a few meals.”
 
   Other than noting she’s not a grandmother, Elise hasn’t paid much attention to her body until that moment.  She notes how thin her arms are, the bones practically visible against the skin.  She brushes aside a tress of mousy brown hair to put a hand on a tiny B-cup breast she probably can’t squeeze one bottle out of.  She’s going to need a wet nurse for Ariel.  She looks up at Paul.  “How old do you think I am right now?”
 
   “Nineteen, maybe twenty.”
 
   “I was afraid of that.”  She wonders what Erek will think when he sees her; will he still love her even if she’s a scrawny Plain Jane teenager now?  Of course he will.  He loves her.  They have a daughter together.  The rest of it doesn’t matter.
 
   Paul slices off a couple pieces of fresh bread for her.  She chews on the bread, grateful they didn’t decide to put braces on her.  As she eats, she watches Paul.  The way he keeps moving around, he seems nervous about something.  “You can sit down.  I won’t bite.”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  He sits down across from her, but he continues to twitch.  She thinks of the loaf of bread, much too big for one person.  And he wasn’t expecting her to be awake yet.
 
   “So who are you entertaining tonight?”
 
   “No one.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  You made a whole loaf of bread for fun?”
 
   He sighs.  “All right, you caught me.  There is someone coming over.”
 
   “Who?”  When he looks down, she asks louder, “Who?”
 
   “Ellis.”
 
   “Ellis Pate?  The same bastard who humiliated me in public and helped do this to me?”
 
   She crumples a piece of bread up to throw at Paul’s head.  Then, ignoring the weakness of her body, she gets to her feet.  “How could you?”
 
   “I’m sorry, Elise.  He came over to see me a few days ago and he was the way I remember you being.  How could I turn that down?”
 
   “So were you planning to go to our place tonight?”  She notes the guilty look on his face.  “You’ve already been there, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m really sorry—”
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m going home.  To my real home.”
 
   Her rage propels her down the stairs, out to the front door.  She gets a block before she finds a taxi.  She tells the cabbie to take her down to Fisherman’s Wharf.  She’ll be able to find a spot to dive into the water from there.  Then she can go back home.
 
   Before the taxi can take off, Paul pounds on the window.  “Elise, wait!”
 
   “Go away!”
 
   “Listen, sweetie, I’m sorry.  Come back.  Please?”
 
   “No.  I want to go home.”
 
   “Then at least let me give you some money for the fare.”
 
   Now that he mentions it, she doesn’t have any money in the gray sweatpants they dressed her in or in the pocket of her hooded sweatshirt.  She rolls down the window.  “Fine, give me some money.”
 
   He slips a twenty through the window.  “I’m sorry, Elise.  I wanted things like they were, you know?”
 
   “I don’t care.”  She looks ahead at the driver.  “Go.”
 
   She leaves Paul standing there at the curb.  She doesn’t feel as good about that as she thought she would.  Guilt begins to gnaw at her.  Of course he wouldn’t be able to resist Ellis Pate.  How could he?  They had been practically married before Ellis became Elise.  Why wouldn’t he jump at the chance to have his almost-husband back?
 
   By the time she reaches the wharf, she knows she should go back to apologize.  But it’s too late.  She has to get back home.  The military might not have stopped with injecting her with that stuff.  They might have gone after her family too.  Or if not them, then that rotten bastard Lord Neptune might have.  It’s hard to believe she could ever have been that rotten bastard.
 
   She pays the driver and then gets out.  She doesn’t go down the wharf, which would be far too public.  Instead, she walks along the harbor until she finds a secluded place where no one should see her jump in.  Pacificans aren’t a secret, but there are still those people who get freaked out to see a woman jump into the water and not ever come back up again.
 
   With a deep breath, she dives into the dirty water of the harbor.  From past experience she knows this isn’t going to be fun.  It’ll probably be like her first time going underwater, when she thought for sure she would die.
 
   She tries not to panic as her air begins to run out.  It’s a natural impulse to try to take more air in even when there isn’t any.  The other impulse is to claw frantically at the water to escape.  She resists that too even as her vision begins to dim.
 
   Her body has begun to feel heavy and her vision has turned to narrow tunnels and still no relief is in sight.  Her gills should have opened up by now.  Where are they?
 
   She can no longer resist the frantic impulses of her body.  She flails away at the water, searching for the surface, for relief.  Part of her wants nothing more than to escape from the water while the other part thinks of Erek and Ariel.
 
   The decision is made for her when someone hauls her out of the water by the hood of her sweatshirt.  She gasps for breath and flops around on the sidewalk for a minute.  She hears a man say, “Christ, kid, you trying to kill yourself?”
 
   She understands now what the bastards did with their serum:  they made her fully human.  She can never go back to Pacifica, to her husband and daughter.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison can’t breathe.  Something heavy presses down on her body, smothering her.  She claws at it feverishly with her hands until finally she’s free.  Still she can’t get any air into her lungs.  She wheezes violently; her hands claw now at her throat, trying futilely to open up her airway.
 
   A light comes on.  Allison can’t see more than blobs around her.  A large blob is moving towards her.  “It’s all right, honey.  Here you go.”  Something plastic is pressed into her hands.  She realizes from the shape it’s an inhaler.
 
   The memory comes back to her.  They injected her and Elise with a chemical.  She watched helplessly in zero-G as Elise turned into a plain, pasty young girl.  As for herself, she remembers getting smaller and smaller, a child again.  A child with terrible asthma.
 
   She puts one end of the inhaler to her mouth and then presses down on the top of it to squirt medicine into her airways.  She gives it a couple more squirts to be sure.  Meanwhile someone rubs her back gently.  From the voice she knows it’s not Sally.
 
   Her lungs begin to function normally again.  Her breath still wheezes a little, but for the moment she’s out of the woods.  She leans back against some pillows.  “It’s all right,” the woman says again.  “You’re better now.”
 
   Allison squints at the blob on the edge of the bed.  “Mom?” she asks, her breathless voice so tiny in her ears.
 
   A hand sweeps pale, almost colorless hair from Allison’s face.  “I’m here, honey.  You’re going to be fine now.”
 
   Another plastic object is pushed into her hands.  She realizes it’s a pair of glasses.  They’re a lot thicker than the false ones she wore as Dr. Allison Sable.  The rectangular lenses of these are like Coke bottles.
 
   But they do bring things into focus.  She sees her mother on the edge of the bed.  Mom has dyed her hair a chestnut shade it never was in her younger days.  Her face is more lined than Allison remembers from the last time they saw each other almost a decade ago, the day of Allison’s wedding.
 
   She sits up a little to see she’s in her childhood bedroom.  There’s still a Periodic Table and star chart on one wall.  A model of the Solar System dangles over her desk.  She doesn’t know where the One Direction and Justin Bieber posters came from or the My Little Pony comforter on top of her—with matching sheets.
 
   “What happened here?  How little am I?”  Her breathing starts to become ragged again.  She has to squeeze off another burst from the inhaler.
 
   Mom rubs her back again.  “A nice man named Major Hall called.  He said they’d thought you’d died after T.U.R.B.O. Labs exploded, but then they found out you were in a hospital, in a coma—like this.  If only I’d known; I would have been there to visit you every day.  Maybe then you wouldn’t have spent a whole year in that awful hospital.”
 
   Allison has little doubt Mom would have stayed by her bedside every day for a year.  She imagines Mom forcing the nurses aside so she can give Allison sponge baths and change her bedpan to make sure it is done up to her standards.  “Mom, please, how old am I?”
 
   “He said they think you’re about thirteen.  I went to the store and I asked them what sort of things a thirteen-year-old girl might like.”
 
   Thirteen?  Allison feels her lungs tightening again.  She closes her eyes and tries to tell herself it’s not so bad.  She could be Jenny’s age right now.  She could be in a crib.  Thirteen isn’t so bad.  Robin’s only about eighteen and she’s fine—
 
   She also lives in a multi-million dollar mansion with only her butler.  Here Allison is in a tiny ranch house in suburbia with her smothering mother again.  “Oh God,” she whispers as tears begin to well up in her eyes.
 
   “There now, take it easy.  It’s not so bad.  I always wanted to have a daughter.  I guess I got my wish.”
 
   “Mom!” Allison shouts, sounding every bit like a teenager again.  “I’m not staying here.  I have to go back to the city.  I have to see Sally.”
 
   “Now, honey, don’t be silly.  You’re in no shape to travel right now.  You need to get some rest.”
 
   “I can rest at home.  With my wife.”
 
   “Oh, honey, you know that woman isn’t going to want you around like this.”
 
   “Don’t call her that!  Sally loves me.  She’ll stand by me.”  Yet even as she says this, Allison knows her mother is right.  Sally could accept her husband spontaneously turning into a woman, but a child?  That’s too far out for her.  She’s not going to want to tuck Allison in at night or take her to school or go to PTA meetings or soccer games or school dances.  
 
   And what would happen with Jenny?  She could hardly cope with Aunt Allison; what could they tell her now?  She has a horrible vision of her and Jenny squabbling like sisters in the car over who’s touching who until Sally threatens to take them back home.  What kind of life would that be for any of them?
 
   Allison sags into her mother’s waiting arms.  Her sobs make it almost as hard to breathe as with the asthma.  “What do I do now?” she manages to get out.
 
   “I’m sure the government has plenty of nice men working on finding a way to fix this.  We have to give them time.”
 
   Allison pulls back slightly from her mother.  “Mom, don’t you get it?  The government did this to me!”
 
   “Why would they do such a thing?”
 
   “I know this is going to be hard to accept, but I was a girl a year before any of this happened.  I was Velocity Gal.  The one on the news?”
 
   “Don’t be silly, dear.”
 
   “I’m not lying!”  Allison has to stop for another spray from the inhaler.  She hopes Mom has a few more of these around.  It’s going to take time to get used to this asthma again.
 
   Even as she lies there, almost helpless, Allison knows what she needs to do.  She needs to cure her asthma.  And with that, maybe she can get her speed back.
 
   For now, though, she lets Mom tuck her back into bed.  She needs to rest, to get her strength up.  Then she can figure out how to get back into a lab to do what needs done.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Robin hasn’t seen a football game in years.  When she was a man she had sometimes taken clients to watch the Redoubt City Renegades in the company suite.  It was never something she enjoyed.  She has never particularly liked sports in general.  Too many rules and safety features to curb the violence.  Even UFC fights are more like a pageant of combat than actual combat, as she knows all too well.
 
   Melanie has taken an interest in the game, though it’s obvious she really has no idea what’s going on.  There’s always a slight delayed reaction before Melanie cheers, as if she’s checking to make sure she should.  Then she cheers a second too long, after everyone else has stopped.
 
   The game and the cheering are all part of Melanie’s plan to demonstrate the fun of college life to Robin.  If she enrolled at MIT, they could have this much fun every weekend!  Robin would rather gouge out her eyes than sit in a chilly stadium with a bunch of drunken idiots every weekend.  At least in the Holloway Corporation suite there were windows and walls to separate her from the morons.
 
   Melanie practically screams as the team in red scores a touchdown.  Robin only sits with her arms folded over her chest.  Melanie shakes her shoulder and then points to the scoreboard.  “We’re winning!”
 
   “Great.”
 
   “Don’t be such a stick in the mud.”
 
   “Since when did you like football?”
 
   Melanie shrugs this off.  “I don’t, but it’s so exciting being here.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”  Robin looks around the crowd.  It would be easy enough for the other Rob Holloway to infiltrate the crowd.  Or he could hire an assassin to pose as one of these cheering dolts.  While a crowd can provide safety with lots of witnesses around, it can also provide cover for someone who knows what he’s doing.
 
   “Don’t be so paranoid,” Melanie whispers into her ear.
 
   “I’m not.  I don’t care about this stupid game.”
 
   This is of course the wrong thing to say.  Melanie sags forward on her seat, her enthusiasm deflating like a balloon.  She has tried so hard and in one sentence Robin has destroyed all of it.  “I’m sorry—”
 
   Melanie gets up and begins to make her way through the crowd.  Robin follows her, but a tubby oaf gets in her way to knock her down.  She waits for the oaf to pull out a gun or knife, but he whoops and then guzzles something from a cup.  Robin slips around him to continue her pursuit of Melanie.
 
   She finally catches up to Melanie in the parking lot.  Her friend sits on a bench, head in hands.  “I’m sorry,” Robin says again.  “I’m sorry I ruined the game for you.”
 
   “Why do you always have to do this?  Why can’t you be happy?”
 
   “Mel—”
 
   “You think you’re the only one in the world who has problems?  My dad is dead, my mom is a total bitch, and until a year ago I was a boy!  You don’t think that makes me sad sometimes?  But I don’t sit around brooding about it all day and night.”
 
   “I know.  That’s what I like about you.  It’s why we’re such a great team.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t want to be a team anymore.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that, Mel.  I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, but what kind of life can we have together?”
 
   Though she knows she shouldn’t, Robin rolls her eyes.  “Christ, we’re only eighteen.  It’s a little early to start picking out the wedding china.”
 
   “Forget it.  You don’t understand.”
 
   “Look, you knew who I was when we started all this.  You can’t expect me to turn into some sunny little airhead.”
 
   “Is that what you think I am?”
 
   “No.”  Robin sighs and then looks away.  “I didn’t mean that.  I didn’t mean anything.  I’m really stressed out right now.  Can we start over?”
 
   Melanie considers this for a long moment.  She finally nods.  “Fine.  Let’s go back to the motel.  We can take a swim and a little nap before the dance.  If you want.”
 
   “That sounds like Heaven,” Robin says.  She takes Melanie’s hand to let her lead the way out of here.
 
   *** 
 
   As much as she wanted to, Starla resisted the urge to make love to Billy in Mr. Clark’s house.  It wouldn’t be right to do it in his house after he has been so kind to them.  For his part, Billy didn’t even ask or try to force the issue.  He seemed content merely to hold Starla in his arms.
 
   She slips out of those arms when she hears the rooster.  It has been so long since she woke up to that sound; she doesn’t realize how much she has missed it until now.  Billy is still asleep, so she lets him go on sleeping while she gets dressed and then pads downstairs.
 
   She’s not surprised to see Mr. Clark already up and dressed.  He has a mug of coffee in one hand while he reads the morning paper.  “Should be plenty of coffee left,” he says.
 
   “Thanks.  I think I’ll take a walk first.  Get some of that country air.”
 
   “Knock yourself out.”
 
   She wishes she had a jacket with her when she steps outside.  She hugs herself as she walks along the grass moist with dew.  So long as she keeps moving, it shouldn’t be too uncomfortable.
 
   The sun is starting to come up.  She wishes Billy were here to watch the sunrise with her; it really is a sight to behold out here.  The colors are a lot more vibrant without all the pollution and there’s not the sounds of the city to interrupt her quiet contemplation of the scene.
 
   It’s not much of a surprise when she finds herself standing at the driveway to the Shaw family farm.  Everything looks the same as she remembers:  the house with its green shutters she had repainted every year, the red barn she had helped Pa rebuild after a storm, and even Pa’s old pick-up she had dragged from a ditch one winter.
 
   Her heart almost stops when she sees Pa emerge from the house.  Has he noticed her standing out here?  She should start walking again, but she’s transfixed by the scene.  He stares her direction for a moment and then he starts towards the barn, probably to feed the animals and then milk the cows.  It’s amazing he still has the energy for all that at seventy.
 
   A hand clamps down on her shoulder.  She spins around to see her own face—or the face that used to belong to her.  Stan Shaw is dressed in jeans, a flannel shirt, and a Carhart jacket, his typical outfit when he’s visiting the farm.  “Are you lost, young lady?” he asks.
 
   “No.  I’m taking a stroll,” she says.
 
   “You shouldn’t be here.  They’re not your family anymore.”
 
   He knows.  Of course he knows; he’s Apex Man after all.  She looks down at her feet like a scolded child.  “I’m sorry.  I was in the area.”
 
   “Take Billy and go home.  Today.”
 
   “I will,” she mumbles obediently.  She wants to tell him they’ll always be her family too, but she can’t.  She gave them up a year ago.
 
   “Just be careful walking around at night.  I might not be there to save you next time.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She turns and begins to walk back to Mr. Clark’s house.  She finds their rental car waiting in the driveway.  Her fists clench at the sight of it.  Of all the arrogant, reckless things to do.  How’s she supposed to explain to Mr. Clark or Billy how the car got there?
 
   She shakes her head.  She wasn’t so smug when she was still Apex Man, was she?  She thinks back on those years but isn’t sure.  It’s a lot different seeing him from the outside like this.  She can start to see why Colonel Storm and Major Dalton never really trusted the Super Squad; it’s hard to trust someone who wields so much power.
 
   Instead of going inside to face the music with Mr. Clark, she decides to head into the barn.  She doubts she’s strong enough to milk any cows, but she can at least pet them.  When she gets inside, she sees only one cow that looks to be on its last legs.  There are a couple of pigs left.  She squats down to watch them through the slats of the fence.
 
   A hand touches her shoulder again.  This time she spins around to bat it away.  Only now it’s Billy standing behind her, not that smug jerk Apex Man.  “Sorry,” they say at the same time and then laugh.
 
   “Mr. Clark said you might be out here.”
 
   “I don’t get to see cows and pigs much these days.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever seen them up close like this.”
 
   “Never?”
 
   “Maybe in a zoo or something.  I don’t remember.”
 
   “Oh.”  She grabs Billy’s hand to pull him closer to the pen.  “Well, they’re not so bad.  You have to know how to relate to them.”
 
   She sticks a hand through the fence.  One of the pigs sniffs at it as if to determine if she has any food in her hand.  She gently strokes the pig behind its ear.  “See?”
 
   “I don’t think I’d want to eat meat ever again if I was around these all the time.”
 
   Starla shrugs.  “That’s why they’re here.  They aren’t pets.”  That’s what Pa told her back when she was six and they had to take some of their pigs to be slaughtered.  “You have to enjoy what time you have with them.”
 
   “Kind of like people,” he says.
 
   “I guess so.”  She pulls her hand away from the pig.  “I think we should head back today.  There’s really nothing to do here.”
 
   “You still don’t have your ID yet.”
 
   “We’ll figure something out.”
 
   He helps her up to her feet.  As they start to leave the barn, he asks, “How did the car get here?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20
 
   Elise steps out of the fitting room.  Paul insists she do a turn for him.  “That looks fabulous,” he says.
 
   “I guess,” she mumbles.  She turns to a mirror.  The black leather jacket and short white dress don’t look too bad on her.  The ensemble gives her the right amount of toughness and femininity while her smaller glasses add a touch of intelligence.  If her face weren’t so pale and dotted with acne scars she might even be pretty.
 
   He runs a hand through her hair.  “All we need to do now is get this cut.  Oh and some piercings would really take things up a notch.”
 
   “Can’t we go home?” she whines.  She gestures to the fleet of bags already at Paul’s feet.  “Haven’t we done enough for today?”
 
   “I thought you girls loved shopping.”
 
   “Even girls can get tired of it after a while.”
 
   “Fine, Miss Party Pooper.”
 
   They check out with Paul’s credit card.  She doesn’t want to know how much they’ve racked up on it in two weeks.  A worse thought is that Lord Neptune, the one who helped do this to her, might be slipping Paul money to pay the bills.
 
   As they walk along the sidewalk, Elise notes a couple college boys checking her out.  About a year ago she would have been elated by this thought; now she slinks by with her head down.  Paul gestures to a coffeehouse at the corner.  “You look like you could use a pick-me-up.”
 
   “Paul—”
 
   “Come on, young lady.”  He tugs her into the coffeehouse.  She guards the bags at a table while he orders for them.  
 
   She takes the phone Paul bought for her out of her purse, but there are of course no calls for her.  Who would call her?  Erek can’t call her from Pacifica and he wouldn’t dare leave their baby to go to the surface.  Even if he did, he doesn’t know her phone number.
 
   Paul sets a latte down in front of her.  “Anything interesting?”
 
   “No.  There has to be some way I can contact them.”
 
   “If you ask Ellis—”
 
   “I am not talking to that creep, let alone asking him for favors.”  She gulps down some of the latte, ignoring how hot it is.  “He put them up to doing this to me so he can have me out of the way.”
 
   “Why would he need to do that?  He’s already the king.”
 
   She scoffs at that.  He’s no king; he’s an arrogant prick only concerned with appearances.  Is that really how she used to act?  Had she really been that selfish before she met Erek?
 
   Paul shoves a napkin towards her.  She realizes she’s crying now.  It happens a few times a day, always when she thinks of Erek and Ariel.  “I miss them so much.”
 
   “Come on, sweetie, don’t be that way.  They can still come see you, can’t they?”
 
   “Ariel’s too little.  She’s not ready for the transition yet.”
 
   “But it can’t take too long, can it?  Your mom gave you away when you were a baby.”
 
   “And I got lucky.  I don’t want her to have to go through that.”
 
   “Still, it won’t be too long.  You have to be patient.”
 
   “You can’t understand what it’s like.  Ariel is my daughter.  She grew inside me for nine months.  Losing her is like losing a piece of me—the most important piece.”
 
   Paul sips his latte thoughtfully.  Then he says, “Maybe I can talk to Ellis.  He might be able to get those fascists to change you back.”
 
   “They can’t change me back.  They don’t have a cure.  They didn’t even know what the stuff would do to us.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   She reaches across the table to pat his hand.  “I appreciate what you’re trying to do.  And what you’ve done for me.  You’ve been a great friend.  I don’t think I can ever repay you.”
 
   “It’s my pleasure, sweetie.”
 
   They share a brief hug and then Elise stands up.  “Come on, let’s go home so I can put this stuff away.  Maybe then I can go get a haircut.”
 
   They try to keep the conversation light the rest of the way back to Paul’s building.  Elise still feels her heart aching inside, but there’s nothing she can do.  Like Paul said, she has to be patient, wait until Erek and Ariel can visit her on the surface.  Then what?  She imagines her sitting on a dock, watching her husband and daughter swim away while she has to remain behind.  The only other choice would be for them to live up here permanently, but that would deny Ariel her heritage and Erek the greatest joy of his life other than his family.  Maybe she should have stayed in the water and drowned—
 
   She drops the bags in her hands to see a body on the steps to Paul’s building.  She races forward to kneel beside the woman in tattered, blood-stained rags.  Elise brushes aside tresses of dark brown hair streaked with gray.  The woman’s face has a black eye and split lip, but it’s unmistakable.  “Mother, what did they do to you?”
 
   *** 
 
   Allison sits in the passenger’s seat of the car, grateful Mom will at least let her sit up front.  She worried Mom would have her sit on a booster seat like a kindergartner.  In this floral print dress, with her hair bound into pigtails, and a pink Hello Kitty backpack on her lap she looks about like a kindergartner.  It’s hard to believe two weeks ago she was a woman in her thirties with a child of her own.
 
   The car pulls up to the curb of Alexander Hamilton Middle School.  Mom leans over to put an arm around Allison before she can escape.  “You have your inhaler?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “The nurse has an extra one if you lose it.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “They’ll have your schedule in the office.  You go there first to get it.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “If you want to come home, you give me a call and I’ll get you.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   “Come here,” Mom says.  She pulls Allison across the seat to kiss her forehead.  “I love you, honey.”
 
   “I love you too, Mom.”
 
   “Have a good day at school.”
 
   Allison only nods and then finally manages to get out of the car.  She’s sure Mom would go with her if she could, but Mom stays in the car.  Allison trudges up to the top step of the school.  She turns to wave at Mom.  Then she’s on her own.
 
   The office is pretty easy to find.  There are signs helpfully labeled “Office” with arrows pointing the way.  The hard part is seeing those signs as she keeps her eyes focused on her pink Keds most of the way.
 
   The walk to the office seems to take forever.  When she was still Velocity Gal it would have taken a fraction of a second to get there.  Now it seems like an hour goes by before she reaches the glass door labeled “Office.”
 
   A chubby secretary with black hair fading to gray looks up at her.  “Hi,” Allison says in almost a whisper.  “I’m Allison Bass.  I’m new here.”
 
   “Oh, yes, your mother called the other day.  She said you’re a very special little girl.”
 
   Allison shrugs slightly.  She can only imagine the embarrassing things Mom told the secretary and the principal.  They probably know Allison’s entire life story, as much of it as Mom could tell them.
 
   The secretary hands her a sheet of paper, on which is typed the list of classes Mom enrolled her in.  Then she hands Allison a pink sheet of paper that depicts the layout of the school.  “If you need any help finding a class, ask a grown up.  OK, sweetie?”
 
   “OK.”
 
   “Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   She plods along the hallways, trying to ignore all her new classmates.  She fought tooth-and-nail against this plan, but ultimately she is a child now and subject to Mom’s rules.  One of those rules is that Allison can’t hang around the house all day like a vagabond.  Since she’s too young for a job, she has to go to school.
 
   Her first class is English.  While the teacher goes on about Mark Twain, Allison scribbles in a Hello Kitty notebook that matches her backpack.  She does her best to recall the exact composition of the chemical that turned her from plain old Dr. Alan Bass into Velocity Man over a decade ago.  If she can get her hands on those chemicals, then maybe she can cure her asthma and get her speed back, like she did before.
 
   That likely won’t cure her of what Storm and company did to her.  She might cure her asthma and get her speed back, but she’ll still probably be thirteen years old.
 
   A woman clears her throat.  Allison looks up to see the teacher glaring down at her.  Kids around her snicker behind their hands.  “Could I see what you’re doodling there?” the teacher asks.
 
   Allison hands the notebook to her.  The teacher stares at it, but of course she has no idea what the complex equations mean.  Not even a lot of her colleagues at Grant Laboratories had understood those equations.  The teacher gives up after a minute and then gives the notebook back.  “I expect you to pay attention, young lady.”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “No more doodling, understand?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”  Allison can feel her chest tightening.  She resists the urge to reach for the inhaler in the pocket of her mustard-colored sweater.  Mom made her wear the sweater so she would have easy access to the inhaler should she need it.  Allison didn’t see why she couldn’t keep it in a purse or a pocket of a pair of jeans, but now she’s glad to know she can snatch it quickly if she needs to.
 
   The pressure on her chest eases once the teacher returns to the front of the classroom and the other kids turn away from her.  She hunches down in her seat to wait for the bell.  When it finally rings, she gathers up her things.  The teacher gives her the stink eye, but doesn’t say anything.
 
   Allison’s next class is basic chemistry.  She could pass this course with her eyes closed.  She recognizes the woman who writes her name as Mrs. Tanner on the board.  Mrs. Tanner—or Dorothy Kahanek as she had been back then—had been an intern at T.U.R.B.O. Labs when Alan Bass first started to work there.  Allison hunkers down in her seat, but Mrs. Tanner finds her anyway.
 
   “And you must be Allison,” she says.
 
   “Yes, ma’am.”
 
   “Your mom says you want to be a scientist when you grow up.”
 
   Allison resists the urge to slam her forehead on the lab table.  Typical of Mom to tell her chemistry teacher something like that.  She doesn’t want to know how they got talking in the first place.  It wouldn’t surprise her if Mom had already talked to all her teachers to make sure they’re worthy enough to teach her precious daughter.  “Yes, ma’am,” she mumbles.
 
   “What kind of scientist do you want to be?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “That’s all right.  You’re young.  There’s no need to rush into anything.”
 
   While Mrs. Tanner begins to lecture on the joys of chemistry, Allison looks around the lab.  The equipment in here is crude for her purposes.  The bigger problem is going to be getting the chemicals she needs.  They aren’t the kind of thing one typically finds in a middle school chemistry lab.  Most of them can’t even be bought by the general public.  She could find what she needs at Grant Laboratories, but they won’t let her inside now except perhaps for a tour.
 
   But as she stares at Mrs. Tanner, a desperate plan comes to mind.  She waits for the bell to sound again.  While the rest of the kids can’t get out of the room fast enough, Allison shuffles up to where Mrs. Tanner is erasing the blackboard.  Allison clears her throat, which sounds almost like a hiccup now.
 
   Mrs. Tanner turns and smiles.  “You don’t have to wait to be dismissed, dear.”
 
   “I, um, I—” she has to stop and take a deep breath.  “I was thinking about what you said about chemistry.  I think it’s something I’d like to go into.”
 
   “I thought you might.  Following in your big brother’s footsteps?”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “He is a pretty brilliant chemist.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Mrs. Tanner looks up at the clock.  “You’d better hurry if you want to get to your next class on time.”
 
   Allison takes another deep breath, but her chest keeps tightening on her.  She stammers, “I was wondering if...if I...if I could maybe...do some work in here.”
 
   “Oh?  What sort of work?”
 
   “An...experiment.”
 
   A bell rings.  Mrs. Tanner puts a hand on her shoulder.  “How about we talk about this later?  After school maybe?  You come by and we can talk about it, OK?”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She starts for the door, but Mrs. Tanner calls for her to stop.  Has she changed her mind?  Has she realized Allison is the same person as her “big brother?”  No, she holds out a slip of blue paper.  “Here’s a hall pass.”
 
   “Thank you.”  Then Allison scurries away, the first phase of her plan complete.
 
   *** 
 
   The bedroom was no longer far enough away, so Robin moved into the former servant’s quarters.  With Jasper’s help she was able to get the place cleaned up enough to at least be habitable.  Sleeping on a cot beside a potbellied stove is a far cry from even the Hampton in Cambridge, but Robin has been through worse.
 
   Jasper hired a couple of big strong men to move a treadmill and some weights into the cabin so Robin can exercise without going into the mansion.  She’s on the treadmill when her phone rings.  She figures it must be Jasper to check on what she wants for lunch.  Then she looks on the display to see the call is coming from Alexander Hamilton Middle School in Gleason, outside Focal City.  Some kid making a prank call?
 
   “Who’s this?”
 
   “Rob, it’s me,” a girl’s voice squeaks. 
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Al...Allison.”
 
   “Allison, what’s going on?  Where have you been?”
 
   “I...I can’t...I can’t talk about that.  Not...like this.”
 
   “You sound out of breath.  Is someone chasing you?”
 
   “No.  Robin...please.  I need...I need your help.”  There’s a pause during which Robin hears a hiss.  She’s not sure what that is, but from the background noise she figures Allison must be calling from the school cafeteria.
 
   “I’ll do whatever I can.  What do you need?”
 
   She expects Allison to ask for back up or an extraction.  About the last thing she expects is for Allison to recite a list of chemicals.  Is she starting a meth lab?  “Slow down, Allison.”
 
   “You’re recording...aren’t you?”
 
   “Always.”
 
   “Then...it’s fine.”  She continues with her list.  Once she’s finished, she says, “These are...very special.  You can’t find them...at a store.  I thought...I thought you could find them.”
 
   “Holloway Corporation has a chemical subsidiary.  I’m sure they’d have this stuff.  The problem will be getting my hands on it.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “That prick’s taken over the company.  The board’s put him back in charge as CEO.  Legally there’s nothing I can do.  He’s Rob Holloway and I’m his illegitimate screw-up ward.”
 
   “Oh.  If...if you can’t...”
 
   “I can do it.  I might need a couple of days.  What’s this about?”
 
   A bell sounds.  “I have to go,” Allison says.
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “Thanks.”  The phone disconnects.  This keeps getting weirder, Robin thinks.  It’s good to know Allison is alive, but there’s obviously something wrong with her.  Her location, her voice, and that she hung up as soon as a bell rang all point to one thing:  Allison is a student at that middle school, not a visitor.  How the hell is that possible?
 
   She hops off the treadmill.  She needs to stop cowering in this cabin and actually get to work on this.  It’s clear Elise’s suspicions were right.  Someone bumped off Starla and now they’ve gotten to Allison and Elise.  Her fists clench at the thought she’s so insignificant they haven’t even tried to neutralize her yet.  
 
   She’ll show them who’s insignificant when she cracks the military’s computer system like a goddamned walnut.  After she has rooted out all of Storm’s dirty little secrets, then she’ll find a way to take down these impostors.  But first she’ll get Allison her chemicals.  She taps the phone to listen to the call again.  She wishes she had all the equipment down in the bunker to analyze it to confirm her suspicions.  For now she’ll have to make do.
 
   Then the front door of the cabin explodes.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   Thanks to years of training, Robin doesn’t get so much as a splinter from the blast.  The concussion is the worst part of it, making her ears ring and her head swim.  She gropes around to find a weapon, settling on a broken chair leg.  She finds it in time as he appears in what’s left of the doorway.
 
   Of course he’s not so sloppy as to plant a bomb and then assume she’s dead.  He has to make sure of it himself.  This certainly isn’t how she wanted a final confrontation between them to go, but she has to make the best of it.  She squats down behind the wreckage of the bed to wait.
 
   She knows something’s wrong when she sees the gun in his hand.  Midnight Spectre doesn’t use guns.  Then again he doesn’t bomb innocent teenage girls either.  The bastard has finally gone over the edge.
 
   “You little brat, come out where I can see you!” he shouts, his voice muffled from a mask to filter out the smoke.
 
   His words give her an idea.  He continues to underestimate her, to think she’s some puny kid he can push around.  He doesn’t seem to grasp that inside she is still the same hardened fighter he is.
 
   She stumbles out of the wreckage, crocodile tears in her eyes and the chair leg tucked into the back of her pants.  “Why did you do that?” she whines.  “I wasn’t hurting anything.”
 
   Even with the mask over his mouth, she can feel his sneer.  “Look at you.  You’re a joke.  And you have the audacity to call yourself Midnight Spectre?  As if anyone in this city could ever mistake you for me.”
 
   He aims the gun at her head.  She begins to sob now.  “Please don’t kill me.  I don’t want to die!”
 
   “Shut up!” he roars.  He whips her face with the barrel of the pistol.  She’s ready for this and already rolling to her right to make it seem like he has really hurt her.  While she rolls, she grabs the chair leg.  
 
   As she gets to her feet, she brings the chair leg around to smack his right hand.  The gun flies off into the smoking ruins of the cabin.  Robin wastes no time to rake the chair leg across his face.  The pointed ends of the leg are sharp enough to slice through the mask and leave some nasty gashes.  He grunts with pain, but has the wherewithal to swat her on the side of the head.
 
   She’s ready for this too—she is him, after all.  As she falls, she snags something from off his utility belt.  She grins slightly to see it’s the bolo he used on her earlier.  Well, turnabout is fair play.  She whirls the bolo around her head a couple of times and then throws it at his feet.  The strings of the bolo wrap around his ankles, drawing them together.  He tumbles forward to land hard on the floor.
 
   If she knew where the gun landed she might be able to finish this once and for all.  Since she isn’t sure where it is, she decides the smart thing is to get the hell out of here before he can recover.  She sprints out of the ruins of the cabin, into the relatively fresh air outside.  Her first impulse is to drop to her knees to take a few deep breaths, but she can’t.  He’s going to get free of that bolo soon enough and then he’ll be after her.
 
   Her plan is to get to the bunker to grab some weapons and then take one of the vehicles out of here.  A better option appears in the form of an Audi sedan.  The blue headlights blind her, but she hears Jasper shout her name.  
 
   She staggers over to the passenger’s side of the car and then drops onto the seat.  She barely has the door closed before Jasper floors it.  The gates to the mansion yawn open in time to let the sedan speed through.
 
   Robin turns in her seat to see the impostor in the driveway, his fists clenched with rage.  She turns back around and sighs with relief.  “Thanks.”
 
   “You’re welcome, Mistress Robin.  Shall I assume we’re heading to Cambridge now?”
 
   She nods.  It occurs to her if Jasper knows this the impostor will too.  Her phone and iPad are so much slag now in the ruins of the servant’s quarters, but the Audi has a built-in phone.  Melanie’s phone rings five times before she finally answers it.  “Robin?”
 
   “I need you to get to the motel we stayed at on homecoming weekend right away.”
 
   “What?  Rob—”
 
   “There’s no time to explain.  Just do it, please?  I love you.”
 
   The last sentence came unbidden from her mouth, but it probably helps to indicate to Melanie how serious things are.  “OK.  I’ll see if they have our old room.”
 
   “I should be there in about an hour.  Don’t answer the door for anyone except me, all right?”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll see you there.”
 
   The call ends.  Robin leans back in her seat.  Jasper looks over at her.  “Perhaps we should stop at a hospital—”
 
   “I’m fine.  A little smoke inhalation is all.  Maybe a slight concussion.  Don’t let me fall asleep, OK?”
 
   “As you wish, Mistress Robin.  Would you like me to dispose of that club for you?”
 
   “Huh?”  Then she realizes she has the table leg in her hand yet.  She opens the window and is about to toss it out when she notes the blood glistening on the tips of the leg.  His blood.  “I think I have a better idea.”
 
   *** 
 
   For dinner Mom makes macaroni and cheese.  It used to be Allison’s favorite dish the last time she was a kid.  Her palate’s become a little more sophisticated since then, but she knows Mom won’t understand that.  She looks at Allison and sees only a little girl; she can’t bring herself to see a grown-up inside that girl.
 
   “How was school today?”
 
   “Fine,” she mumbles as she stabs at the macaroni and cheese.
 
   “Did you make some new friends?”
 
   Allison shrugs.  She didn’t have many friends in middle school the first time around.  Alan Bass had been even gawkier and nerdier than Allison is right now.  It wasn’t until high school, when his body began to fill out a little, that he started to make friends, especially with the opposite sex.
 
   “It’ll take a little time,” Mom says.  “You have to give them a chance.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Did you have any asthma problems?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “You didn’t use the inhaler?”
 
   “Not much.”
 
   “That’s good.  You’re getting it under control, like I knew you would.”
 
   Allison shrugs again.  She reaches down to pat the inhaler in her sweater pocket to make sure it’s there.  What she needs to ask now is going to be tough.  “Mom?”
 
   “What is it, honey?”
 
   “I’m going to need…to need…to need to stay after school…for a…for a little while.”  Her breathing is shallow by the end of this sentence.  She closes her eyes and tries to relax a little bit.  She doesn’t want to have an attack in front of Mom.
 
   “What for?  Are you in trouble?”
 
   “No.  It’s for…it’s for science class.  I have a…a project…I want to…to work on.”
 
   “A project?  Already?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What sort of project?”
 
   Allison knows better than to tell Mom she wants to recreate the formula that made her son into Velocity Man, in the process curing his asthma.  She’d never let Allison do that, afraid she might get hurt or—worse yet—leave the nest again.  Instead, Allison lies, “It’s for…for the…the science fair.”
 
   “Oh.  That seems a bit sudden.”
 
   “I’m really…really behind…behind the other…other kids.”
 
   Mom gets up from her chair.  She bends down behind Allison to hug her and run a hand through Allison’s white-blond hair.  “It’s all right, honey.  I understand.  Science has always been important to you.”  What she doesn’t say is:  more important than me.  Allison knows that’s what Mom really means.
 
   Allison squeezes Mom’s hand.  “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, honey.  How long are you going to need?”
 
   “An hour…maybe two.”
 
   “Just don’t let it affect the rest of your schoolwork.”
 
   “I won’t.”  Most of her schoolwork is so simple she could do it in five minutes, with the exception of her English class, where she’s supposed to write a paper on the symbolism in Tom Sawyer, a book she hasn’t read in over twenty years.  That’s what Cliff Notes are for.
 
   They finish the rest of dinner with Mom chattering about mundane things while Allison mumbles monosyllabic replies.  For dessert they have strawberry shortcake, another of her old favorites.  Mom allows them to eat it on the couch while they watch TV, a rare treat with how concerned Mom usually is about keeping the living room clean and free of bugs.
 
   Allison glumly watches the evening news to see that so far the world hasn’t fallen apart without the female Super Squad.  Everything seems to be rolling along as usual.  She’s not sure if she should be disappointed with that or not.  Maybe there is no insidious plot at work here.
 
   Then a picture of Elise’s mother appears on one corner of the screen.  Allison leans forward to listen to the anchor say Elise’s mother has become a fugitive after unsuccessfully trying to overthrow her son.  “Military officials believe she may be taking refuge on the surface.  If you see her, they advise not to engage her but to call your local police department.  On the lighter side—”
 
   Allison staggers into the kitchen, one hand on her chest.  She bends over the sink to try to steady herself.  Mom rushes to her side.  “Honey, what’s wrong?  Is there something wrong with your dessert?”
 
   Allison shakes her head.  “Was it something on the TV?”  Allison nods.  “Oh, honey, don’t worry about that.  There’s nothing you need to be afraid of.  Come on, let’s get you to bed so you can rest a little bit.”
 
   “OK,” Allison whispers.  She calms down enough that she doesn’t need the inhaler.  She collapses on her bed and feels Mom kiss her forehead.
 
   “I’ll be right down the hall if you need anything.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Mom leaves the door open.  Allison opens her eyes to stare at the ceiling.  She wanted to believe there was no plot, but now she knows for sure something about all of this stinks.  Elise—even when she was Lord Neptune—would never accuse her mother of trying to seize power.  Elise had never been that interested in being a king in the first place; she would have welcomed her mother taking over.  Whoever this Lord Neptune is isn’t the same person.
 
   What about Alan Bass?  Her breathing turns shallow again as she thinks of what he might do to Sally or Jenny.  The thought of their dismembered corpses appearing on a news report while she sits in front of the TV eating strawberry shortcake and doing her homework is enough to make her reach for the inhaler again.  The medicine soothes her temporarily, but she knows the only real solution is to get that formula to work.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise is at her mother’s side when she finally wakes up.  She sits straight up and might have tried to roll out of bed if Elise didn’t grab her arm.  “Mother, it’s all right.  It’s me.”  She snaps on a light, but from her mother’s gasp she knows this doesn’t help.  “I know, I look a little different.”
 
   “What did they do to you?” Mother asks, running a hand through Elise’s hair.
 
   “That’s not important right now.  Who did this to you?  Was it Neptune?”
 
   “Not him.  Some of his guards.  They were trying to keep me from escaping, from finding you.”  She manages a smile, which displays a couple of broken teeth.  “I suppose you found me.”
 
   “Why would he do this to you?  You’re his mother.”
 
   Mother looks into Elise’s eyes as she says, “I’m sorry, my daughter.  I tried to stop them, but I could not.  He is the king.  No one would listen to me.”
 
   “What are you talking about?  What has he done?”
 
   “He’s taken your daughter.  He claims she is his child by right.  As an heir to the throne, she belongs with him.”
 
   Elise can barely force herself to ask, “And Erek?  What did they do to him?”
 
   Mother looks down at the bed.  “They killed him.  He fought bravely, but there were too many of them.  When I saw what they’d done, I tried to take the child.  I snuck into her room at night to take her away.  They stopped me before I could get her out.  I barely escaped with my life to find you.”
 
   Elise rests her head on the bed and begins to sob.  Her husband is dead.  Her daughter is in the clutches of a madman.  And there’s nothing she can do to stop him.  She screams impotently into the blankets while Mother pats her back.  She and Paul try to tell her everything will be all right, but how can it be?  The man she loved more than anyone above or below the surface is dead.
 
   “We can still get Ariel back,” Mother says.
 
   Elise shakes her head.  “No we can’t.”  She explains what the government did to her, how they made her as normal as anyone on the surface.  Neptune had wanted them to do it so he could take Ariel; she’s the last threat to his power, the only possible heir.  It doesn’t matter that she’s a helpless baby, not to someone so mad with power as Neptune.
 
   “There’s nothing we can do,” Elise says and sobs again.  The only way for her and Paul to get down there would be with a submarine and there’s no way they could get access to one of those.  It wouldn’t do much good anyway unless they wanted to level all of Pacifica with torpedoes.  At the moment, she wouldn’t mind that.
 
   “There may be a way,” Mother says.
 
   “How?”
 
   “There’s an old legend my mother told me and her mother told her down through the ages.  It’s said that there is a temple of Poseidon where the first Pacificans were born.  If it still exists, perhaps you could regain your gills.”
 
   Paul scoffs at this.  “You want to go chasing after some old fish story?”
 
   “What other choice do we have?” Elise shoots back.  She turns to her mother.  “Where would this temple be?”
 
   “There’s only one way to find it.”  Mother reaches into the folds of her dress to take out a green seashell, the one that turns into the royal scepter of Pacifica.  “Take it, my daughter.  It can lead you there.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “Listen,” Mother says before she passes out.
 
   “What does that mean?” Paul says.
 
   Elise stares at the shell.  She can’t hear anything.  Then she remembers that this is a seashell.   What do they always tell little children about seashells?  She puts the shell to her ear.  A voice that sounds like her birth father’s says a string of numbers.  Elise stares at the shell again for a moment.  What could that mean?  She puts her ear to the shell again.  She hears only the same numbers.
 
   “Where’s your phone?” she asks Paul.
 
   When she enters the numbers into a mapping app, a location pops up.  The Aegean Sea.  Of course.  Where else would a temple to Poseidon be but Greece?  She turns to Paul.  “You want to take a little cruise?”
 
   *** 
 
   The last time Starla went to a carnival, she was a fourteen-year-old boy back in Rockford.  When she shattered every bottle in the pitching game and sent the rings for the ring toss into the next county the carnival lost most of its fun.  After that the closest she’d come was when Apex Man had apprehended Clownface on the grounds of a carnival after it closed.
 
   Now that she doesn’t have superpowers anymore, she can actually enjoy the carnival visiting Atomic City.  She has a stick of cotton candy in one hand while her other clutches Billy’s.  She presses close to him, where she always feels so much safer.
 
   Since the disastrous trip to Rockford, she has gained a new identity.  Billy is the last person she expected to know how to get a fake ID, but he insisted he knew someone at the DMV who could make one for her and add her to the state’s computer system.  So now if a cop asks for her ID, she can flash the driver’s license for Star Smith:  twenty-three years old, five feet tall, a hundred pounds, black hair, and blue eyes—with corrective lenses.  Her address is listed as Greta’s house, where she still lives.
 
   On the night she got her new license, she and Billy went back to Starla’s old apartment to celebrate.  She opened the door thanks to a set of keys Billy had retrieved from her former office for her.  Other than a layer of dust, the apartment was the same as before she left.  “What are we doing here?” Billy asked.
 
   “I thought this way we could be alone,” she said.  It didn’t sound very sexy in her chipmunk voice, but Billy took the hint.
 
   They went back to her bed, a bed that had never been used for sex before.  There was some fumbling with buttons before they got their clothes off.  Once they did, they landed on the bed with a cloud of dust that made them sneeze and then laugh.
 
   Billy looked down on her and smiled.  “You’re so beautiful.”
 
   Her face turned warm.  “Not as beautiful as before.”
 
   “I like you better this way.”
 
   “You do?”
 
   “Before you were so…intimidating.”
 
   “Like Xena, Warrior Princess?” Starla asked, thinking of something a pervert named Ty Lecau had said about her.
 
   “Sort of, yeah.”
 
   “And now that I’m ugly, it’s easier for you to be with me?”
 
   “What?  No!”  He rolled off her to stare helplessly at the floor.  “I’m not explaining this very well.”
 
   “I think you made it perfectly clear,” she said.  She pulled the sheet up to cover her chest, such as it was.  She should have known Billy wouldn’t like her body as much now that she was so tiny.  “I think you should go.”
 
   “Starla, please.  I’m sorry.  I meant…before I didn’t think a guy like me could ever have a chance with someone like you.  I wasn’t sure why you were even hanging out with me.  I mean you should have been dating a quarterback or a movie star or something.”
 
   “And now that I’m so little and plain I’m good enough for you?”
 
   “That’s not what I mean.  Forget it.”  She watched him gather up his clothes and dress.  “I’m sorry,” he said before he walked out of the bedroom.
 
   The moment she heard the front door click, she jumped from the bed, the sheet covering her like a toga about six sizes too big.  “Billy, wait!”
 
   She caught him on the stairs.  She was grateful she was a few steps up so she could kiss him on the lips without having to get on her toes and possibly lose her balance.  “I’m sorry, Billy,” she said.  “Don’t go.  Please?”
 
   “I thought that’s what you wanted.”
 
   “No, of course not.  I just—” she trailed off as she heard a door somewhere open and realized she was standing on the stairs clad in only a sheet.  “Let’s go back inside.”
 
   She sat with him on the couch, looking down at the floor.  “I’m sorry about that.”
 
   “No, it’s my fault.  I wasn’t saying it right.  I don’t have a lot of experience talking with girls like this.”
 
   “I don’t have much experience talking with boys like this either.”  She took his hand.  “Actually, you’re my first.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   “Yes.  What kind of girl do you think I am?”
 
   “I’m sorry—”
 
   “I’m teasing.”
 
   They returned to the bedroom.  This time there was no awkwardness between them.  Billy might not have been with many other girls, but he did at least understand the mechanics of sex.  For her part, Starla ran her hands over his body and let him work.  When she finally came, it was like nothing she had ever experienced before, a moment of pure, unadulterated joy.
 
   While they snuggled on the bed, he ran a hand through her hair.  “I really do think you’re beautiful.”
 
   “Even though I look like a geek?”
 
   “Especially because you look like a geek.”  He kissed her again.  “You’re my geek girl.”
 
   “Thanks.  I think.”
 
   Everything after that has been wonderful.  She and Billy have gotten everything into the open and their relationship is stronger now because of it.  And for the first time since the Feminazi used that alien weapon on her, Starla feels comfortable being a woman.  Maybe it’s that she doesn’t have superpowers or maybe it’s that she’s in love with someone who loves her back, but she can’t imagine ever going back to the way things used to be.
 
   Then she sees her past approaching her in the form of Stan Shaw with Kate King pressed to him the way Starla is to Billy.  It’s amazing to see Kate so completely head-over-heels in love with Stan.  Why hadn’t she been that way before?  Had losing Stan for a year finally shown her what she was missing?
 
   Starla nudges Billy in the hope she might steer him away from here before Kate and Stan see them.  But she’s too late.  Kate waves to them; Billy waves back.  Stan, Starla notices, glares intently at her, as if this is her fault.  
 
   When she closes in, Kate says, “Well, this must be the mystery woman I keep hearing about.”  She holds out her hand to Starla.  “I’m Kate King.  I work with Billy.”
 
   “Star Smith.”
 
   Kate’s eyes narrow, though not to glare at her like Stan.  “I’ve seen you before, haven’t I?”  Starla’s heart beats faster as she waits for Kate to realize who she really is.
 
   “She works at St. Jerome’s,” Billy says to bail her out.
 
   “Oh, right.  You did a story on that, didn’t you, Stan?”
 
   “Yes,” he growls.
 
   “Cute piece.  Little Orphan Annie making good and all that,” Kate says. “Is that how you and Billy met?”
 
   “Yes,” Starla mumbles.  She yearns to escape from Stan’s glare, but she can’t without it looking suspicious.  
 
   “I took some pictures of her and we hit it off,” Billy says.  He seems to have picked up on the tension while Kate, despite all her reporting acumen, has not.  
 
   “So where are you two crazy kids heading?”
 
   “We’re just walking around,” Billy says.
 
   “Well, why don’t you walk around with us?”
 
   “Maybe we should give them some privacy,” Stan says.
 
   “What’s the matter, afraid I’m going to uncover some dirt you missed on your big story?”
 
   “I think these kids would rather be by themselves,” Stan insists.
 
   “Don’t be such a stick in the mud.  We can call this a follow-up interview and bill the whole thing to Larry.”
 
   “I really think—”
 
   Kate ignores him to take Starla’s arm.  Starla notices his eyes turn red for a moment, his infrared vision coming on as it does when he gets angry.  Kate is still oblivious to the tension as she asks, “So how’s the city been treating you so far?”
 
   “Pretty good.  There was one time when someone tried to mug us, but Apex Man saved us,” Starla says.  She hopes this might show him she’s not an enemy.
 
   “The streets can be pretty dangerous,” Stan says.  Starla takes this as a warning.
 
   “Apex Man has saved me more times than I can count,” Kate says.  “It’s kind of embarrassing, really.”
 
   “Apex Girl saved you a few times too,” Billy says.  This is probably intended to help Starla’s self-esteem.
 
   “Oh, sure.  You know, I haven’t seen her around lately.”
 
   “She probably went back into space or something,” Starla says.
 
   “No big loss there, not when the big guy is back.  So you still working at that shelter?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d be interested in working for a newspaper?  We’re still short a copy editor since our last one disappeared.”
 
   Starla forces herself to laugh.  “I’m not much good at spelling.”
 
   “Too bad.  What do you want to be when you grow up?”
 
   “I haven’t decided yet.”
 
   “You’re not giving me much to work with here, kid.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”  Starla wishes Kate would take the hint and leave.  Of course she won’t; she must sense there’s a story here somewhere, but her well-trained nose for the scoop hasn’t found it yet.
 
   “I don’t think Star wants to be interviewed right now,” Stan says.
 
   Kate turns and points to a pitching game like the one Starla had dismantled back in Rockford. “Why don’t you go win me a giant bear while us girls talk?”
 
   Stan grumbles something, but then stalks over to the booth.  Kate doesn’t watch him thrust his money at the carney and then take the balls.  She says to Starla, “I’d really like to do an exposé on kids who live on the streets.  You think you and I could sit down sometime for that?”
 
   “I’d have to talk to Greta about it.”
 
   “She’s the one who found you, right?”  When Starla nods, Kate continues, “Good, I’d like to talk to her too.  Let me give you my number—”
 
   There’s a crash all too familiar to Starla, followed by a carney shouting, “Holy shit!”  
 
   Starla and Kate turn to see Stan has shattered all of the bottles in the game.  From the holes in the back of the booth, the balls are probably halfway across the Atlantic by now.  He snatches a giant pink bear from off the rack and then stomps over to Kate.  “Here you are.  Now let’s get out of here.”
 
   He tries to take her arm, but she shakes it away.  “We’re not finished yet.”
 
   “We’re leaving.  Now.”
 
   “I said—”  Stan takes her arm hard enough that she cries out with pain.
 
   Billy launches himself forward.  “Mr. Shaw—”  He doesn’t get to finish as Stan wheels around with his free hand to bat Billy across the midway.  He fortunately lands in the dunk tank, probably saving him from a few broken bones.
 
   Kate’s finally able to shake him off again.  “What the hell are you doing?  You think I’m some goddamned cow you can boss around like back on the farm?”
 
   “Kate—”
 
   “Get this through you’re head, farmboy: We are over!”  She slaps him across the face, which probably hurts her hand more than it hurts him.
 
   He could easily catch her as she stomps off, but instead he turns to Starla.  His eyes begin to glow bright red.  “You!  This is your fault!  I told you to stay away.”  He grabs her by the front of her blouse.  “You think she still loves you?  She’s mine!  It’s all mine.  This city belongs to me!”
 
   Starla can only tremble in his grasp, far too weak now to stop Apex Man.  There’s probably no one on this planet who can stop him now, except probably Robin.  Knowing Midnight Spectre, she’ll have already planned for this contingency, when Apex Man might finally snap and go on a rampage.  But by the time she could get here, Starla will probably be dead.
 
   A crowd has formed around them now.  A beefy security guard puts a hand on Stan’s shoulder, probably thinking he’s an ordinary drunk.  “All right, pal, put the little lady down.”
 
   “Whatever you say,” Stan growls.  He hurls Starla in the opposite direction from Billy.  She sails through the air, but like Billy she’s fortunate not to land on something that might snap her like a twig.  She crashes through the webbing of a bounce castle to land amongst a bunch of toddlers who until that moment had been laughing with glee.  Now they take to screaming as the bounce castle begins to deflate around them.
 
   Though her body feels as bad as it did when she first woke up in this body, she gets to her feet.  She grabs the nearest child’s hand.  “Come on, kids, let’s go.”  She ushers them towards the rapidly shrinking exit.  A little boy remains frozen in shock.  Starla hurries over to him and grabs him around the waist.  That finally gets him to react; he screams in her ear and whips around in her grip like a fish out of water.
 
   She thrashes through layers of deflated plastic until she finally collapses onto the ground.  Only then does she let the boy go.  He runs into his mother’s arms.  “Thank you so much,” the woman says.
 
   “Just doing my job,” Starla says.
 
   Then she goes to find Billy.
 
   Stan Shaw has vanished by the time Starla reaches the dunk tank, where a couple of carnies have set Billy on the ground.  She kneels down next to him.  He doesn’t look too bad, just a few minor cuts from the edge of the tank and some water in his lungs.
 
   His eyes flutter open.  “Starla.  Are you—?”
 
   “I’m fine.  I landed in the bounce house.”
 
   “I hope they didn’t charge you.”
 
   He tries to get up, but she presses him back down.  “Stay here.  The paramedics should be here soon.  They’ll get you all fixed up.”
 
   “Where are you going?”
 
   “I’m going to check on Greta.  He might try to do something to her if he’s mad at me.”
 
   He nods slightly and then passes out again.  She waits until she sees the medics coming before she sprints away towards the exit.  There’s a crush of people trying to get out, but for once Starla’s smaller body comes in handy.  She’s able to wriggle through openings in the stampede to find her way outside.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   On the way home, Starla thinks of calling the police to put Greta and Kate in protective custody.  But what can she tell the police:  that a crazed superhero might be out to get her friends?  They’d throw her in a mental asylum.  She’ll have to hope he hasn’t taken things that far yet.
 
   She continues to think that until she sees the flames rising in the distance.  They’re coming from St. Jerome’s.  “Oh no,” she whispers.  She pounds against the divider until the cabbie stops.  Then she slips him some money and says, “Call the fire department.  Tell them St. Jerome’s shelter is on fire!”
 
   The front entrance is already too hot for her to enter through.  She goes around to the side of the building, where for the first time she’s relieved to see Bertha.  The dishwasher and cook are helping some of the homeless into the alley.
 
   “There you are,” Bertha says.  “You missed all the excitement.”
 
   “Where’s Greta?”
 
   “I thought she was with you.”
 
   “No.  I went out tonight.  Does someone have a phone?”
 
   “A cell phone?  Where do you think you are?”
 
   “Sorry.”  Starla races off towards Greta’s house.  Her worst fears are realized when she sees it too is in flames.  She hurries up the front steps only to get thrown down by a backdraft.  While she lies on the pavement, watching the house burn, tears come to her eyes.  He couldn’t have killed Greta.  She’s a sweet old lady.  Apex Man would never do that.
 
   He’s not the real Apex Man.  She was supposed to be.  She was supposed to be the one to protect this city.  Instead she let an impostor take over, an impostor who has now turned into a monster.
 
   Starla gets back to her feet.  She runs around to the back, wishing at this moment she still had her superpowers so she might get there quicker.  If she did have her powers it would be easy enough to dart into the flames to look for Greta.
 
   Then she thinks of Robin, who for years has been one of the planet’s greatest heroes while not having any special powers.  It’s what’s inside that makes you a hero, she tells herself.  With this thought in mind, she lunges into the burning building.
 
   She’s short, but not short enough to avoid the smoke in the kitchen.  Starla gets down on her knees, but smoke still stings her eyes.  “Greta!” she calls out.  There’s no answer.
 
   She knows where Greta would be at this time of night; she’ll be in her bedroom.  She might not even have woke up yet.  Starla prays the fire hasn’t spread that far or else she might be in time to find only a charred corpse.
 
   She flails around through the smoke until she finds the stairs.  Then she gets up as much as she can to ascend the steps.  “Greta!” she shouts again, followed by a fit of coughing.  Her entire body is warm and dripping with sweat now.  She shrugs out of Greta’s sister’s green sweater.  She keeps this with her to bat at pockets of flame, not that it does much good.
 
   The hallway is filled with smoke.  Starla staggers along until she stumbles into her room.  An idea comes to her as she sees the dresser.  She gets back down on her knees to open the bottom drawer.  
 
   Her old Apex Girl costume is still in there.  It’s still much too large for her, but she doesn’t care at the moment.  The top half of the costume goes down to her ankles.  She drapes the skirt over her hair like a scarf and then slips into the boots; the cape she takes with her.
 
   While the costume is an awkward fit, it is fire resistant.  She hurries down the hallway to Greta’s room.  As Starla feared, her friend lies on the bed, though at the moment she’s not burnt to a cinder.  “Greta!”
 
   The old woman finally stirs.  “Star?”
 
   “I’m here!  Just stay put!”  Starla bursts through the smoke, over to Greta’s side.  The old woman begins to cough violently.  Starla presses the cape into her hands.  “Get this over you as best you can.  Then we’ll get out of here.”
 
   Greta’s hands fumble with the cape, until Starla has to help her.  The cape is long enough, but not quite wide enough to cover Greta entirely.  Still, it’s better than nothing.  Starla takes the old woman’s hand.  “Let’s go.”
 
   They have to go slow owing to the awkwardness of their clothes and Greta’s age.  Starla wills herself to be patient and not let the fear nagging in her belly drive her to leave Greta behind.  The old woman saved her life; now she’s going to return the favor.
 
   With the costume covering most of her body, Starla descends the stairs, into an inferno.  Before she enters the flames, she presses closer to Greta.  “We have to stay together and face each other.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes, dear,” Greta gets out.  They cough at the same time.
 
   Starla wraps her arms around Greta, keeping her hands beneath the cape so they won’t get burned.  They shuffle into the flames; Starla’s glad they can’t actually see what’s going on around them.  She can feel heat licking at exposed parts of her hair, but she ignores this.  I’ll have to see Harriet again to fix it, she thinks and then laughs like a maniac probably from a lack of oxygen.
 
   Hands seize her to yank her through an opening.  She finds herself torn from Greta.  Cool air blasts her.  It takes her oxygen-depleted brain a moment to realize she’s outside and that firefighters have pulled her and Greta out of the burning house.
 
   One of them leads her over to an ambulance.  He swipes the skirt away from her head.  “You all right, kid?”  She nods slightly.  “That was a hell of a thing.  You are one brave little girl.”
 
   “Greta—”
 
   “Your friend will be fine.  You stay here and rest.”  She doesn’t have the strength to argue at the moment.  A paramedic puts an oxygen mask to Starla’s face to let some untainted air into her lungs.
 
   The fireman is wrong, though.  Greta won’t be fine.  Neither will Billy or Kate or anyone in this city—on Earth for that matter—as long as that maniac is still out there.  She has to get back to the Crystal Lair.  Maybe there’s a way to change her back or at least to stop him.  But she can’t get there on her own.  She needs help.
 
   There’s only one person to call.
 
   ***
 
   As she sucks on her index finger, Robin wonders why tiny injuries are so much more annoying than major ones.  In her career as Midnight Spectre she has been stabbed, shot, and burned—sometimes more than one of these at a time—and yet she didn’t make as much of a fuss as when Melanie pricked her finger with a needle.  Melanie looks up from her microscope.  “Do you need a band-aid for that?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Robin says around her finger.  “I’ll go keep a lookout.”
 
   The latter is necessary because they are not in the lab at MIT legally.  Melanie is a student, but the building is supposed to be closed at two in the morning.  Not that the school’s security posed any problem at all to Melanie.  The only way they might be caught now is for some guard or student to stumble across them.
 
   Robin crouches in the doorway, where she can see both ends of the hallway.  There’s no one around at the moment, which is just as well.  She doesn’t have any of her gear, so anyone she encounters would have to get taken down manually.  That would be painful—for them at least.
 
   The one she worries about is that impostor.  He has probably already followed them to Cambridge, where he knows Melanie goes to school.  It wouldn’t be too much of a stretch to think he might search this building while looking for them.  If so, things could turn ugly quick.
 
   Maybe she should have left Melanie back at the motel with Jasper.  Robin knows enough about chemistry to analyze the samples.  But Melanie is better at it and short of knocking her out, there was no way for Robin to keep her at the motel.  It’s a testament to Melanie’s courage that even after she got turned into a girl by following Robin to Dr. Roboto’s monster she still volunteers to help with something like this.
 
   She really wishes Allison were here.  She’s one of the best biochemists in the world.  Except apparently now Allison is back in middle school; this would be after her curfew.  Robin still has no idea what happened to her or Elise, but as soon as she can she’ll find out.
 
   This is a situation Robin always feared would happen.  She had always worried someday the military might try to dispose of the Super Squad.  This fear was realized to some extent with Dalton’s betrayal.  Robin had convinced herself that was an isolated incident, one rogue agent.  This time it seems like more than one rogue agent.  This time it’s the top levels of the government deciding to do away with the female Squad, to put the world’s safety in the hands of a bunch of impostors.  Provided they all survive this, Robin is going to have some words with her fellow superheroes about their arrangement with the Pentagon.
 
   No one shows up for them after two hours.  When the door opens, Robin strikes a defensive pose.  It’s just Melanie.  “I have something to show you,” she says.
 
   Robin follows her back into the lab.  Melanie gestures to a pair of computer screens.  On these Robin can see the lengthy code that makes up strands of DNA.  The question is which one belongs to which Robin Holloway.  “What am I looking at?”
 
   “The one on the left is the sample you took from the impostor.  The one on the right is the sample I took from your finger.”
 
   Robin squints at the screens.  “They’re the same?”
 
   “Almost.  They match so closely that a standard DNA test wouldn’t show the difference.  But when I looked deeper, I found the differences.”  A few characters on the left screen turn red.  “Buried deep in the code are a few slight differences.  I decided to check the contents of both samples down to the subatomic level.  That’s where things got interesting.”
 
   “You can stop beating around the bush already.  Just tell me what you found.”
 
   “Fine.  There are synthetic compounds in his blood.  They’re really more like cellular residue than anything.  I’m about ninety-nine percent sure those compounds aren’t anything from this planet.”
 
   “He’s an alien?”
 
   “No, he’s human.  Or at least a clone of a human.  But I think he was made by alien technology.”
 
   Robin sighs.  Alien technology again.  Alien tech in the hands of the Feminazi had already changed Robin and Melanie into girls.  Now more of it is trying to destroy them.  “Back up all this stuff on a thumb drive.  Tomorrow we can send that and a summary to Kate King.  See how enamored she is with her precious Apex Man then.”  Robin leans forward to give Melanie a kiss.  “Good work.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   On the way back to the Hampton, Robin almost sighs with relief.  She had always told herself the male Midnight Spectre was an impostor, but it’s still good to have some proof.  If the results had been reversed—if she were the alien clone—she didn’t know what she would do then.  Would her own sense of duty obligate her to destroy herself?  She doesn’t think she can do that to Melanie.
 
   Back in the room they find Jasper asleep on the bed.  There’s plenty of room on the king-size bed for all three of them, but the thought of sharing a bed with Jasper is far too creepy for Robin to handle.  She and Melanie curl up on the floor.  “After we send the information to Ms. King, what do we do?”
 
   “We unravel the rest of this conspiracy,” Robin says, “and burn down anyone responsible.”
 
   *** 
 
   Mrs. Tanner pulls Allison aside when she gets to class.  “There’s a delivery here for you.”
 
   “Really?”
 
   Mrs. Tanner takes her to a supply room, where Allison sees barrels of chemicals.  “What is all of this stuff for?”
 
   Allison needs a hit from the inhaler before she says, “My experiment.”
 
   “What kind of experiment is this?”
 
   “Can you…can you promise…not to tell?”
 
   “If it’s something illegal—”
 
   “No.  It’s not.  I don’t think.”
 
   “You don’t think?”  
 
   Allison needs the inhaler again.  She was hoping she could keep this from Mrs. Tanner, but she should have realized she couldn’t.  Drums of commercial chemicals showing up at school couldn’t be concealed.
 
   She waves the inhaler.  “I’m trying…I’m trying to…cure this.”
 
   “That’s very sweet, Allison, but I think that’s a little beyond seventh-grade science.”
 
   “It’s…it’s my…it’s my brother’s…experiment.”
 
   “I see.  And did he give you these chemicals?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Mrs. Tanner shakes her head.  “I really wish you had told me this from the start.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Mrs. Tanner stares at Allison for a moment.  She finally sighs and says, “I’ll talk to the principal about this.  I think as long as I’m supervising you it’ll be all right.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Come on, let’s get back to class.”
 
   The rest of the day goes by without incident.  The butterflies in Allison’s stomach flap harder the closer she gets to the final bell of the day.  She tries to stay calm so she doesn’t need the inhaler again.  It’s probably about out of charge by now; she’ll have to go see the nurse if she keeps using it so much.
 
   When the bell finally rings, Allison trudges along the hallways as if she’s going to her own execution.  She doesn’t have to do this.  She could stay like this, live like an ordinary thirteen-year-old with asthma.  Mom would certainly be happy about that. 
 
   No, she can’t do that.  She can’t leave Sally and Jenny with that impostor.  They’re her family, not his.  With this thought in mind, the tightness in her chest eases and she’s able to walk faster.
 
   Mrs. Tanner is grading papers when Allison arrives.  “So what are we doing?” she asks.  Allison opens her backpack to take out the notebook she has been scribbling in.  Besides the formula, she has diagrammed the layout of the equipment.  She shows this to her teacher.  “I’m not sure we have all this equipment here.”
 
   “We can…improvise.”
 
   Allison feels like a grown-up again as she directs Mrs. Tanner in how to set everything up.  The end result of their labors is something that would make Rube Goldberg proud.  She’s not sure how well it’ll work; maybe she should ask Robin to give her access to one of Holloway Corporation’s labs.  But she doubts there’s any lab outside Alexander Hamilton Middle School that will let her work, not looking like this.
 
   They have to ask the school janitor for help with the barrels of chemicals.  He uses a hand truck to bring them in one at a time.  “What’s all this for?” he asks.  “You girls ain’t making no drugs in here, are you?”
 
   “No.  It’s an experiment,” Mrs. Tanner says.  After the janitor has gone, Mrs. Tanner says, “Mr. Coleman wasn’t really sold on the idea.  He was worried we might blow the place up.  That’s not going to happen, is it?”
 
   “It shouldn’t.”
 
   “That’s not very reassuring.”
 
   “Science doesn’t always involve certainty.”
 
   “Your brother teach you that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You must really be relieved that he didn’t die in that explosion at T.U.R.B.O. Labs.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   “I went to his funeral.  I don’t remember seeing you there.”
 
   “Mom didn’t think…it would be…good for me.”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea.”  They begin to run the first chemicals through the equipment.  Mrs. Tanner says, “Alan never mentioned he had a little sister.”
 
   “We aren’t close.  We…we were born…far apart.”
 
   “That’s too bad.  My brother and I were like peas in a pod until we were about your age.  Then we started to drift apart.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “We still talk on the phone and send each other Christmas cards and such.  It’s not really the same, is it?”
 
   “No.”  Allison makes some adjustments to the equipment.  Then she stands back.  “We’re ready.”
 
   She and Mrs. Tanner watch as the chemicals mix.  If everything goes as she diagrammed, the chemicals will create a drug that should not only strengthen her airways but give her superspeed as well.  This side effect is why the drug never went into production.  Allison had sabotaged the results she gave to her superiors back then to make sure they wouldn’t go forward with the drug.  While it might have helped millions of people like her, it would be much too dangerous to have millions of speedsters running around.  
 
   It occurs to her that if she’s successful now, she’ll have to find a way to keep Mrs. Tanner quiet about the results.  It’s still much too dangerous to let something like this out into the general public.  Terrorists would love to have someone like Allison to plant bombs anywhere in the world in a heartbeat.
 
   Her asthma acts up when she hears Mom’s voice shout, “What is going on in here?”
 
   “It’s…it’s an…experiment,” Allison mumbles.
 
   Mom turns her rage on Mrs. Tanner.  “Do you know what time it is?  I’ve been waiting in the car for an hour now.  How dare you keep my daughter here like this!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mrs. Bass, but this was Allison’s idea.”
 
   “You should be more responsible than to let a little girl do this.  First thing tomorrow I’m going to call Mr. Coleman.”
 
   “Mom, please—”
 
   “That’s enough out of you, young lady.  Get your stuff and go out to the car.”
 
   Allison finally does what she should have done twenty years earlier, the first time she was a teenager.  She stamps her foot and shouts, “No!  This experiment is important to me.  Mrs. Tanner is trying to help.  Now why don’t you go back to the car and let us finish?”
 
   “Allison Elizabeth Bass, you do not talk to your mother like that.”
 
   “I’m not a little kid, Mom.  Stop treating me like one!”  Somehow her asthma hasn’t flared up during this outburst; if anything she feels better than she has since she first woke up as a teenager.
 
   Mom unleashes her ultimate weapon; she begins to cry.  “I’m sorry, honey, but I worry about you.”
 
   Allison puts a hand on her mother’s shoulder.  “I know, Mom, but you have to understand just because Dad died doesn’t mean I will.  Not for a long time, anyway.”
 
   “Of course not, honey.”  They hug there in the lab.  Mom pats Allison’s back and then says, “I’ll go back out to the car.  Don’t be too long.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   It’s not long before the first batch is finally ready.  Mrs. Tanner asks, “Do you have a mouse or something to test this on?”
 
   “Just me.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”
 
   “I know.”  
 
   Allison pours some of the compound into a beaker.  She holds this up to examine it, though she knows there’s no way to tell with her naked eye whether it’s the same or not.  “Allison—”
 
   “It’ll be fine,” she says.  Then she swallows it.  She waits for something to happen.  Nothing does.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   She nods, fighting to keep her tears at bay.  She tells herself it might need a few hours to work.  Last time it happened while she was unconscious, passed out on the floor of her lab.  She smiles at Mrs. Tanner.  “Thanks for your help.”
 
   She makes it out to the car before she finally breaks down.  Mom is all too willing to comfort her.  “What’s wrong, honey?”
 
   “It didn’t work.”
 
   “That’s all right—”
 
   “No it’s not!”  Allison has to grab her inhaler again.  After she takes a shot from it, she holds it up to Mom.  “I’m sick of this!  I hate it!”
 
   “Oh, honey, lots of kids have asthma.  There’s nothing wrong with you.”
 
   “You don’t understand.”  She can’t force any more words through her sobs.  Mom continues to hold her and rub her back while Allison cries.  When she can finally speak, she says, “I was a hero, Mom.  I helped people.  Now look at me.”
 
   “You’re still my little hero.”
 
   “Thanks,” Allison says with a sniffle.
 
   “Now, remember what your father always said:  sometimes you fail a thousand times before you get it right.  So tomorrow you go back there and try again, all right?”
 
   Allison nods.  “I will.”
 
   “That’s my girl.  Now let’s go home.  I’ve got some yummy lasagna in the oven.”
 
   “That sounds good,” Allison says.  She forces herself to smile.  Mom’s right that she has to keep trying.  She only hopes it won’t take a thousand tries to get it right.
 
   ***
 
   That obnoxious Robin Holloway would be proud of how Elise and her mother got to Greece.  At the San Francisco airport they picked out a couple of women close enough to their measurements and then followed them into the bathroom.  To actually knock them out took some doing, but in the end Elise and her mother each had a passport and a boarding pass for the flight to Athens.
 
   There weren’t any delays with the takeoff, which kept them from being found out before the plane took off.  It wasn’t until they were over international waters that Elise began to relax.  It was unlikely the plane would turn back now, though it could still divert to another airport, where cops might be waiting for them.
 
   No one was waiting for them in Athens.  They had gotten away with it.  From there they took a cab all the way to the coast, some little town with a name Elise couldn’t remember.  She let Paul handle the negotiations to rent them a boat.
 
   It came with a crew of disgusting, hairy men who keep shouting at each other in what she assumes is Greek.  Is this really where all those old stories about the gods came from?  Were these gross sailors actually her very distant cousins?  She shivers at that thought.
 
   “What’s wrong, Elise?” her mother asks.
 
   “Nothing.  Just a little nervous.”
 
   “You’re sure these numbers are the true location?”
 
   “I hope so.  It’s the only thing that makes sense.”
 
   “If it’s not, we’re going to be up shit creek,” Paul grumbles.
 
   “It has to be,” Elise says.
 
   “I can’t believe we flew halfway around the world based on a fairy tale.”
 
   “It’s not a fairy tale.”  At least Elise hopes it isn’t.  If it is only a story, then she’ll never be able to see Ariel again.  Neptune won’t be so stupid as to bring Ariel up to the surface to visit her true mother; he’ll keep her down there to fill her head with lies.  If Ariel does ever see her, she’ll think her real mother is a stranger or, worse yet, an enemy.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, my daughter,” Mother says.  She pulls Elise close for a hug.  Mother is still bruised from what Neptune’s goons did to her, but she seems out of the woods for now.
 
   “I know, Mother.”
 
   The sailors begin to shout more furiously.  Some of them are gesturing at the water.  Elise hurries over to the railing to see what has got them so whipped into a frenzy.  Then she sees the spray of water from a whale’s spout.
 
   Elise isn’t a marine biologist, but she’s fairly certain blue whales are not natives of the Aegean Sea.  She’s less sure about the sharks.  Still, it’s a dead giveaway that Lord Neptune is on to them.  Elise pats the seashell in her pocket.  He’s probably following them through the trident.  It’s probably like a damned homing beacon to him.
 
   “This looks bad,” Paul says.
 
   “No kidding.”  But ahead of them she sees a glimmer of hope.  There’s a spit of land about the size of the atoll where she and Paul had spent much of their time back when Elise was a man.  “There it is.  The temple must be there.”
 
   “Doesn’t look like much of a temple.”
 
   “I don’t care what it looks like so long as it can help us.”  She scurries up a ladder to the bridge.  The captain has twice the chest hair and body odor as his men, but he’s the only one who speaks English.  She motions to the atoll.  “That’s where we’re going.”
 
   “That?”
 
   “Yes.  Is that going to be a problem?”
 
   Before the captain can answer, a giant squid—something definitely not native to the Aegean—rises from the water.  Perched on its head like the grand marshal of a parade is Lord Neptune.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   The creature is like something from a 20,000 Leagues Under the Sea remake.  Each of its tentacles is probably four times longer than the boat Elise is on.  The yellow eyes are twice as tall as Elise.  She doesn’t need a special bond with sea life to know what its intentions are.
 
   She turns to the captain.  “Tell your men to abandon ship.”
 
   He stares at the squid for a moment and then nods.  “Good idea.”  As he begins to bark orders at the crew, Elise goes up to the bow.  
 
   “Where’s my daughter?” she shouts.
 
   “In the palace, where she belongs.  No child of royal blood should be raised as a commoner.”
 
   “That’s not for you to decide.  She’s my daughter!”
 
   “And I am the king!  Everything beneath the waves belongs to me!”
 
   “You’re a goddamned psychopath.”
 
   “Give me the scepter or you’ll never see your child again.”
 
   “You try anything and you’ll never get your precious scepter back.”  She reaches into her pocket for the shell.  As a regular human there’s no way for her to unlock the trident, but that doesn’t mean she can’t destroy the damned thing.
 
   “You wouldn’t dare!”
 
   “You want to try me?”
 
   “He’s ordering his minions to attack,” Mother whispers in her ear.
 
   “Then we better get out of here.”
 
   “You can’t go into that water.  They’ll kill you.”
 
   “We don’t have a choice, do we?”
 
   Mother nods to her.  “I’ll do what I can to draw them from you and your friend.”
 
   “Thanks.”  There’s no time for a hug, so Elise says, “I love you.”
 
   “I love you too, my daughter.  Now go.”
 
   Elise hurries to the back of the boat, where Paul stares at the water.  “What do we do now?” he asks.
 
   “We have to swim for it.”
 
   “That’s suicide!”  He looks Elise in the eyes.  “Let me talk to him.  Maybe I can reason with him.”
 
   “It won’t work.  He’s crazy, Paul.  All he cares about is this damned trident.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “I wish there were another way, but there isn’t.  Just dive in and then swim like crazy for the shore.”  She takes a step back and then runs forward.  Her dive won’t win her any Olympic medals, but she lands in the water.
 
   She flails around at the water, feeling like she’s wrestling with the giant squid.  All of her natural ability at swimming has disappeared.  She can’t imagine she has much chance of making it to the atoll, not like this.  But what else can she do?  Even if she gives him the shell, he won’t let Ariel go; he’s too far gone for that.
 
   She sees a fin in the water.  It must be one of the sharks Neptune brought with him.  In the past it would be easy enough for her to communicate with the shark, to command it not to eat her.  That didn’t always work as sharks are the most stubborn of sea creatures when it comes to food.
 
   Something hits her in the hip.  There’s a moment of dull pain, but not the searing pain to indicate its sunk its teeth into her.  The creature breaks the water and she begins to laugh.  It’s not a shark—it’s a dolphin!  “Manny?”
 
   They can’t talk to each other, but from the way the dolphin bobs its snout, she figures he’s confirming her guess.  He chatters something at her.  She has a pretty good idea what he means.  
 
   She chops through the water to bring herself along the dolphin’s back.  A hand grabs hers.  She turns to see Paul there.  “This seems familiar,” he says.  “But usually it’s just me riding him.”
 
   “I guess there’s a first for everything.”
 
   They cling to Manny’s dorsal fin as he begins to head towards the atoll.  She wonders if Mother had somehow communicated with the dolphin or if it is operating on its own.  Either way, they have a much better chance to reach the island now than swimming on their own.
 
   There’s a crash behind them.  Elise turns her head enough to watch the giant squid dismantle the boat.  Despite how gross they are, she hopes the sailors on board managed to get out of the area in time.  The sharks and other creatures probably won’t focus on them since they don’t have what Neptune wants.
 
   The dolphin raises its head to chatter something.  Elise sees a couple more fins in the water.  These definitely do not belong to dolphins.  “Hang on,” she tells Paul.
 
   Outnumbered and encumbered with two passengers, Manny doesn’t have much of a chance against the sharks.  The dolphin does what it can to zig-zag through the water to make himself less of a target.  It’s only a matter of time before one of the sharks—a great white from the look of it—manages to tear off a chunk from Manny.
 
   “Leave him alone!” Elise screams.  She futilely tries to kick at the shark.  All that accomplishes is losing one of her boots in the Aegean.
 
   Manny keeps swimming even while his trail of blood draws the rest of the sharks to him.  Tears sting Elise’s eyes as she thinks of what’s going to happen to the brave dolphin.  She has never felt so helpless in all her life.
 
   As the sharks close in for the kill, something begins to rise from the water.  Elise screams at the sight of a blue whale’s eye a couple of feet away from her.  The situation is going from bad to worse now.
 
   That is until she sees Mother clinging to the whale.  Elise leans down on the dolphin.  “Get us out of here, Manny.”
 
   She’s not sure if the dolphin understands, but he swims faster.  Behind them, the whale’s enormous tail emerges from the water.  It slaps at the surface, creating waves taller than a house.  “Hold on!” Elise screams to Paul.
 
   She clings to the dolphin with both hands as the waves reach them.  Manny rides the waves like a surfer, letting the water carry him along towards the island.  The sharks, not as bright as the dolphin, are scattered by the waves.  This gives Manny a huge lead over his pursuers.  They’re going to make it!
 
   Elise screams again as she looks behind her.  The giant squid’s tentacles wrap around Mother’s whale.  The two enormous creatures battle, the squid tugging at the whale, who slaps at the water with his tail.  
 
   The fight is a draw until one of the tentacles whips through the air to send Mother flying off the whale.  Even before Mother lands, Elise knows what’s going to happen.  The sharks are waiting for her.  Elise doesn’t want to watch, but she can’t look away as the sharks tear her mother apart.  “No!” Elise screams.  “You son of a bitch!”
 
   The squid and whale stop battling as Neptune takes control of both of them.  They turn towards Elise, but they’re too late.  Manny has reached the shallows around the island.  Elise lets go of the dolphin.  She pats him on his nose.  “Thank you, my friend.”
 
   The dolphin chatters something.  She wishes she knew what it was, but she has a good idea he’s saying goodbye.  A hand grabs her shoulder.  She turns to see Paul behind her.  “Come on, Elise.  We have to go.”
 
   “I know,” she mumbles.  She gives Manny one final pat before she wades ashore.  As she does she hopes Mother and Manny’s sacrifices haven’t been in vain.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin’s iPad and phone are gone, but Melanie’s have the same modifications.  While Melanie continues to sleep, Robin breaks into the Pentagon’s files.  She has done this often enough that she can do it even without her morning coffee.
 
   Getting into Colonel Storm’s Top Secret files takes a little more effort.  She suspects the impostor Midnight Spectre has been consulting with them about security.  He’s good, but she’s better.  After a few minutes all of Storm’s files are in front of her.
 
   A Project Gemini catches her attention.  Gemini are twins in the Zodiac.  ‘Twins’ is a euphemistic way to describe clones, she supposes.  Or it might have something to do with the old NASA rocket program.
 
   When she gets a look at the files it’s clear her first hunch was right.  The surprise is that the earliest files date from eight years ago.  The Super Squad had only been about three years old and already Storm was making contingency plans.  No, not Storm—Dalton.
 
   From the files, it’s clear Project Gemini was Dalton’s baby.  As with the Feminazi’s gender-bending weapon, it originated with alien technology taken from Dr. Roboto.  In this case it was cloning technology.  Dalton floated the idea of cloning the Super Squad in case anything happened to the originals—or as a deterrent should the originals get out of control.  One of Robin’s fists clench as she reads part of a memo dealing with her.  “Holloway has demonstrated paranoia and obsessive compulsive behavior bordering on sociopathic.  He is the most unstable element of the group, but thankfully the easiest to terminate, should it become necessary.”
 
   Her rage turns to a chill as she reads part of another memo.  “The mental matrix has shown signs of instability.  Dr. Stanford recommends the project be reevaluated at this time.”
 
   Robin searches through the files, until she comes to some personnel files.  Dr. Ezekiel Stanford is listed as the lead research scientist on Project Gemini.  Stanford, the one who had helped Robin with all of her equipment in her early days as Midnight Spectre.  He had been her friend and yet all that time he’d been betraying her trust by working for Storm and Dalton on a project to eliminate her should they feel the urge.
 
   She doesn’t feel good, though, to read, “Project Gemini materials have been moved into storage.  Staff has been terminated.”  The date of the memo is a day after Stanford was killed with a car bomb.  Midnight Spectre, the dupe, had pinned the bombing on Hitter, an elite assassin.  Maybe Hitter had pushed the button, but it was Dalton who’d given the order.
 
   “Rob, what’s wrong?” Melanie asks.
 
   Robin realizes then that she’s crying.  She wipes furiously at her eyes.  “I’m such an idiot.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Robin explains to her about what she found in the files.  “They killed him and I let them get away with it.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You’re not the one who should be sorry.  Those sons of bitches are the ones who need to pay.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   Before Robin can answer, an alert sounds on the iPad.  She touches the icon and sees that someone is caught in one of the shafts leading to the bunker.  From the DNA scans, it’s Starla Marsh, the same Starla Marsh who disappeared shortly before the impostors showed up.
 
   Robin taps a few buttons to bring up an image.  There’s a girl caught in the shaft.  She looks like even more of a pipsqueak than Robin was when the Feminazi first used that weapon on her.  The girl’s glasses and clothes make her look like an extra from Laverne & Shirley; she’s probably some hipster who thinks it’s cool to dress “retro.”  She zooms in closer to the girl’s face.  Robin commands the camera to take a still photo and freeze it on the screen.
 
   “What’s going on?” Melanie asks.
 
   Robin gestures for her to be quiet while she works.  She has the computer compare the still photo of the girl to one of Starla Marsh.  Subtract the freckles, grow out the hair, add a little bulk to the neck area and they’re the same.
 
   She presses a button to activate a speaker.  “Starla?  What the hell happened to you?”
 
   “It’s kind of a long story,” the girl says.  “Can you let me out of here?”
 
   “How do I know you’re the real Starla Marsh?”
 
   “Remember the first time we met?  I rescued you after Corporal Carnage left you in that pit in Burma?  You were all covered in—”
 
   “That’s enough,” Robin snaps.  She doesn’t want Melanie to hear the rest of that story; it isn’t very flattering for the young Midnight Spectre who’d blundered into an obvious trap and then nearly drowned in excrement.
 
   “So I passed?”
 
   “Sure.  Just be careful.  My doppelganger might be down there.”
 
   “Where are you?”
 
   “I can’t say.  We’ll be there in a couple hours.  Sit tight until then.”
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   Robin activates the override to let Starla slide the rest of the way into the bunker.  She shakes her head as she studies the results of the DNA scan.  It was clearly Starla, but portions of her DNA—the alien parts—seemed to be repressed somehow.  That would explain why she was such a shrimp.  Who could have done this to Starla she doesn’t know, but she will find out.
 
   *** 
 
   When she wakes up in the morning, Allison hopes to find her asthma cured and her speed restored.  It takes only getting out of bed before this idea is shattered.  She’s as frail and slow as ever.  All that work yesterday for nothing.
 
   She ponders this situation all through school.  There has to be something she missed.  She tries to remember that night so long ago.  Had she done anything to change the mixture?  She can’t think of anything that might be different from what she’d done yesterday.  
 
   By the time the final bell sounds, her shoulders sag with defeat.  She thinks of what Mom said yesterday, but she isn’t sure how much more disappointment she can deal with.  This one failure has her questioning everything about herself.  Maybe she isn’t a good scientist.  Maybe she’s a dumb kid now.
 
   “So what are we going to do today?” Mrs. Tanner asks her when she shuffles into the lab.
 
   “I’m not sure.”
 
   “It might help if I knew how this is supposed to work.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “How is what we’re making going to cure your asthma?”
 
   “Um, well—”  Allison runs a hand through her hair as she thinks of how to explain it.
 
   “It seems like you’re trying to create some kind of steroid that would stimulate cell regeneration.”
 
   “That’s pretty much it.”
 
   Mrs. Tanner goes over to the chalkboard.  She writes down some of Allison’s formulas.  Then she begins to circle parts of them.  “How about this—” she begins.  Allison watches her with fascination.  She goes up to the blackboard and takes a piece of chalk for herself.
 
   The blackboard is soon full of scientific notations.  As they go back and forth, Allison doesn’t feel like a kid talking to a teacher; it feels like back at T.U.R.B.O. Labs when she and her assistants would brainstorm a problem.  There’s a free exchange of ideas, a give-and-take that has been lacking since she first became a girl.
 
   Allison wipes away a section of the board.  “If we do this—”  She scribbles a few notations to replace the old ones.  “That should do it.”
 
   Mrs. Tanner surveys the blackboard.  “I think that could work.”  She pats Allison on the back and smiles.  “I don’t think I’ve ever had a student like you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   There’s a renewed sense of hope as they set to work on the equipment.  She should have remembered that the original formula hadn’t been created in a vacuum; a whole team of research scientists had worked on it.  As only an intern at the time, Allison had been the least important of those scientists.  Yet she thought she could recreate it all on her own now.
 
   “What’s so funny?” Mrs. Tanner asks.
 
   “I was thinking about hubris.”
 
   “Were you studying that for English class?”
 
   “Yes, right.”
 
   They stand back as the chemicals start to flow again.  Allison is so focused on this she doesn’t realize they have a visitor until she hears a familiar voice say, “Allison?”
 
   She clamps a hand to her mouth to keep from screaming at the sight of Sally in the doorway.  “Um—”
 
   “Is this a friend of yours?” Mrs. Tanner asks.
 
   “Yes.  This is my…sister-in-law,” Allison gets out through a violent wheeze.  She takes the inhaler out to squirt some medicine into her lungs.
 
   Sally races over to her, seeming to ignore Mrs. Tanner.  “Oh my God.  I was so worried about you.  What’s happened to you?”
 
   Allison is glad for her asthma at the moment to excuse her from having to say anything.  She flashes a pleading look to Mrs. Tanner.  The teacher seems to take the hint.  “I’ll give you two a minute,” she says.
 
   Once the teacher is gone, Sally helps Allison over to a stool.  She brushes hair back from Allison’s face.  “I called your mother and she eventually said you were here.  She didn’t say anything about—this.  What happened?” 
 
   Haltingly, Allison explains what Storm and Hall did to her.  “Ally, why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Look at me.  How could I tell you?”  Allison’s breathing gets worse as she starts to cry.  “I…I didn’t want you…you and Jenny…to see me…like this.”
 
   “Allison, you know I don’t care what you look like.  I still love you.”
 
   “But Jenny…she cares.”
 
   “That’s no excuse not to tell me.  I thought you learned better after the last time.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   Sally runs a hand along Allison’s damp cheek.  “For what it’s worth, you’re a cute kid.”  She swirls a bit of Allison’s hair around her finger.  “I like the color.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Sally motions to the lab experiment.  “And what are you cooking up there?”
 
   “It’s a cure.”
 
   “To make you older?”
 
   Allison shakes her head.  “For the asthma.  It should…it should make me…faster too.”
 
   “But you’ll still be the same age?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Isn’t there any way to cure that?”
 
   “I don’t know…what they did…to start.”  They watch the chemicals drip for a few moments.  Allison gathers her courage and her oxygen to ask, “How are things…at home?”
 
   “That man is a beast.  If I get a phone call he thinks it’s you or some other lover.  He practically has me under house arrest.  It was all I could do to get over here.”
 
   “There you are,” Alan Bass growls.  He has Mrs. Tanner by the throat in one hand.  “And you’ve made a new friend.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Mrs. Tanner sails across the room to land in a heap on the floor.  Even before she has landed, Alan is across the room to grab Allison by the throat.  “What are you doing, you little bitch?”
 
   “Nothing,” Allison manages to get out.  Her throat is tightening, though this time it doesn’t have anything to do with her asthma.
 
   “You’re lying.”
 
   “Alan—”
 
   “Shut up!  What are you doing with her?  You going to start fucking children now?”
 
   “It’s not like that, Alan.  I wanted to see her, to make sure she’s all right.”
 
   “She’s not going to be in about five seconds.”
 
   Sally takes him by the arm.  “Please don’t hurt her.  There’s nothing she can do to you.  Look at her.  She’s a little kid.  A little, asthmatic kid.  She probably can’t even climb a flight of stairs without getting winded.”
 
   Though she knows Sally doesn’t mean to say such hurtful things, tears still come to Allison’s eyes.  She is a puny little kid who can’t climb a flight of stairs.  She’s completely helpless in Alan Bass’s grip, her world slowly darkening as he squeezes the life from her.
 
   Sally strokes Alan’s arm.  “Let her go and we can go home.  We can be together, like we used to be.”
 
   “You think I’m that dumb?  You’re trying to save her miserable life.  You don’t love me at all!”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Allison sees a beaker filling.  If only she could get to the formula, maybe it would work this time.  Then she might be more of a match for Alan.  She reaches out with one hand, but her arm is much too short to reach.
 
   “Is that what you want, you little bitch?  Here, go ahead and have it.”  He throws her onto the lab counter, where she lands amongst the equipment.  Sally joins her a few seconds later.  A dark blue cloud envelops them.  They begin to cough and wheeze from the cloud.  Allison reaches over to find Sally’s hand.  She squeezes it a moment before she passes out.
 
   *** 
 
   They stagger around the atoll until they find a narrow crack in the rock.  This seems like the best they’ll find for the entrance to a temple.  “It doesn’t look like much,” Paul says.
 
   “It’s what’s inside that counts.”
 
   She has to flatten herself against one wall in order to slide through.  She’s glad at this moment that formula Storm force-fed her didn’t make her chubby.  It’s probably just as well that it shrunk her breasts too.  
 
   Since she’s moving sideways, she has no idea the crack is ending until she tumbles through it, into a wider space.  She manages to get onto her knees in time to catch Paul.  “Thanks.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   “Where are we?”
 
   “I’m not sure.”  They don’t have a flashlight on them, all their gear ending up in the Aegean with the boat.  Elise squints into the darkness, but there’s not much to see.  They seem to be in a chamber; the walls form a circle without any other entrance or exit.  Elise runs her hands along the walls in case there’s some kind of trip mechanism like in the movies.
 
   “Where’s Indiana Jones when you need him?” Paul says.
 
   Elise finally sags onto the ground, defeated.  She begins to sob.  Paul puts an arm around her.  “It’s all right, sweetie.”
 
   “No it’s not!  My husband’s dead.  That nut has my daughter.  Mother and Manny sacrificed themselves so we could get here—and for what?  A dead end.”  She reaches into her pocket for the shell.  “All because of this stupid thing.”
 
   She throws the seashell; owing to her decreased arm strength it only gets about halfway across the room.  She catches a glimpse of the shell before it seems to disappear through the rock at the center of the chamber.  “What the hell?”
 
   She follows the path of the shell.  As she gets near the center of the chamber she finds her feet getting wet.  There’s a shallow pool of water here.  The shell must have landed in it.  She feels around for it only for her hands to sink into the water.  She barely has time to call for Paul before she’s pulled under.
 
   She screams as she tumbles down a waterfall.  With a splash she lands in a deeper pool of water.  She sloshes a short distance away from where she landed as she hears another scream.  Paul lands about where she had; she gets to her feet and finds the water is only up to her waist.  She wades over to help Paul up.
 
   “Thanks.”  He grins at her.  “Indy’s got nothing on you.”
 
   “I prefer to think of myself as more like Lara Croft.”
 
   “You wish.”
 
   She playfully splashes him with water.  Their frolicking ends when she sees they really have made a discovery that would make Indiana Jones or Lara Croft orgasmic with joy.  Across the pool of water is a building carved right out of the rock.  The portico and columns would look at home in Athens or any other ancient Greek city.
 
   Elise has no idea what the words on the portico mean, but from the fish-tailed statue at the entrance, she has a pretty good idea.  “This is it,” she says.  “This is the temple of Poseidon.”
 
   “You mean it is real?”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   She rushes forward, splashing her way towards the entrance.  At the edge of the water, something winks at her.  She peers down to see the seashell Lord Neptune is so hot for.  She scoops it up.  “Thanks, old friend,” she mumbles as she puts it in her pocket.
 
   Paul catches up to her at the statue.  “That guy looks like the king from The Little Mermaid.”
 
   “Maybe that’s who they based the character on.”  They step past the columns, into a short hallway.  There are more words carved into the rock, but she doesn’t know what they mean.  Are they ancient Greek or perhaps ancient Pacifican?  There’s no way for her to be sure.  She hopes they don’t mention any deadly booby-traps.
 
   At the end of the hallway they come to a fountain fed by two statues.  One statue is of a young man done in the ancient Greek style.  The other statue is a fish of indeterminate type.  Elise bends down to stare into the water.
 
   “This must be it,” she says.  She gestures to the statues.  “Half of it is fed by the man and the other half by the fish.  Get it?”
 
   “I take it back.  You’re much better than Lara Croft.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “So, Lara, what are you going to do?”
 
   “She’s going to die,” Lord Neptune growls.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla has visited Midnight Spectre’s bunker several times.  She has never seen it in such a sorry condition before.  The giant computer is torn apart, as are the control boards for all of the vehicles.  Robin’s equipment lies scattered over the floor; Starla has to watch her step so she doesn’t set off a flash-bang grenade or get the point of a boomerang through her foot.  
 
   She opts to curl up in a deserted corner of the hangar until she’s certain it’s safe.  As she sits there, she hopes Billy and Greta are safe.  They should be safe in the hospital, but nowhere is really safe from Apex Man at the moment.  He could smash into this bunker if he wanted to; he might if he knew she were in here.
 
   When she hears footsteps on the stairs, Starla curls up even tighter against the wall.  While she hopes it’s Robin, it could be that other Midnight Spectre or Apex Man or one of the other impostors.  She should have taken one of the weapons lying around; the thought never occurred to her as she has never needed a weapon before—all of her weapons have been built-in.
 
   “Starla?” Robin calls out.  “Where are you?”
 
   Starla peeks over the nose of a jetcopter to see Robin and Melanie.  They look unharmed.  She comes out of hiding and waves to them.  “Hi.”
 
   Once she’s closer, Starla realizes she’s an inch or two shorter than Robin now and probably a half-foot shorter than Melanie.  Her cheeks turn red as she thinks of how she must appear to them.  Then she remembers what Billy said to her, how he liked her better this way.  She has liked herself better this way too, but there seems no choice but to try to change herself back now.
 
   “Jesus,” Robin says.  “What did they do to you?”
 
   “They?”
 
   “Storm and his cronies.”
 
   “They didn’t do anything.”  Starla tells them about the formula the computer in the Crystal Lair cooked up for her.  “It started to work as I flew home.  I crashed under a bridge and a nice woman named Greta found me.”
 
   “Was it somewhere over Lake Ontario where it started to work?”
 
   “Maybe.  I can’t say for sure.”
 
   “That explains why the homing beacon failed,” Robin says.
 
   “What homing beacon?”
 
   “Never mind.  So you did this to yourself without consulting anyone else on the team?  You know how worried we were about you?”
 
   It’s funny to hear this from Robin, the lone wolf of the Super Squad.  Or at least she had been the lone wolf as a man.  Now that she has Melanie, they’re more like a separate pack of wolves.  “I’m sorry.  I wasn’t thinking straight.”
 
   “That’s pretty fucking obvious.”
 
   “It wasn’t her fault,” Melanie says.  “They drove her to it.  That’s why they went after Dalton’s convoy.”
 
   Robin rubs her chin and then nods.  “Seems a little too subtle for Storm.  He’s always been more into shock-and-awe than cloak-and-dagger.”
 
   “You’re saying they killed all those people to make me feel guilty?”
 
   “Why not?  You were the strongest.  Makes sense to knock you out first.  Then while we were scrambling to pick up the slack, they brought those assholes in.”
 
   “That’s horrible,” Starla says.  Tears come to her eyes as she thinks of all those families suffering just to get under her skin.  “But how could they know I’d be able to do this?”
 
   “Maybe they didn’t.  Maybe they thought you’d fly off into space to sulk or lock yourself up in that ice palace of yours.  I guess you gave them one better.”
 
   “Rob, stop it.  Can’t you see how hurt she is already?”
 
   “Yeah, she’s a real fucking martyr.  I suppose now you want to go find a way to fix this.”
 
   “Yes.  I need to get back to the Crystal Lair.  I thought you’d have something that could get me up there.”
 
   “About all I had was the jet and it got shot down.”  Robin looks around the hangar.  “Doesn’t look like most of these are going anywhere for a while.  That stupid son of a bitch.  What good did he think tearing apart the circuit boards would do?”
 
   “Maybe he was trying to hotwire them,” Melanie suggests.
 
   “Idiot.  It’ll take me weeks to get all this put together again.  Provided we can get rid of these bastards.”
 
   Starla looks around at the mess the male Midnight Spectre made.  “There’s really nothing here that will work?”
 
   “There might be one thing.  It’s kind of dicey.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   Robin leads her over to a storage cabinet.  Inside is what looks like the prop of a 1930s Flash Gordon serial.  It’s roughly shaped like a backpack, except running down the middle is a rocket engine.  “Is that a jetpack?”
 
   “Yeah.  It was the last thing Zeke made for me.  It can fly, but it doesn’t do well around corners, which is sort of a problem in a city.  Up in an arctic wasteland it shouldn’t be as much of a problem.”
 
   Starla stares at the thing.  She can already see herself spiraling out of control into the side of a glacier, ending up as not even a smear on the ice.  “I’m not sure about this.”
 
   “Did that stuff your daddy gave you suck out all your courage too?  Or were you only brave because you had a bunch of nifty powers?”
 
   She tries to slap Robin, but the other girl is too quick for her.  She grabs Starla’s wrist in midair.  Robin holds it in place and grins.  “That’s more like it.  Before you take off, I think you’ll want to get into something warmer.  Not many sock hops up in the arctic.”
 
   Starla’s face turns warm again as Robin lets her wrist go.  She runs her sore wrist along her clothes.  “Greta gave these to me.  They belonged to her sister.”
 
   “I think they’re cool,” Melanie says.  “You think I could borrow them sometime?”
 
   “Sure.  They probably won’t fit when I get back.”
 
   “You girls can discuss fashion upstairs while I try to get this thing working,” Robin says with a sneer.
 
   Starla lets Melanie lead her upstairs.  They go to one of the many bedrooms, though from the female clothes Melanie tosses onto the floor this must be Robin’s.  “Don’t let her get to you,” Melanie says while she searches the closet.  “She hasn’t slept much lately.”
 
   “I’m used to it,” Starla says.  Even before she became a girl Robin was always the combative one, the one who liked to stir the pot and poke the bear.  The worst part is to think how often her snarky observations were on the money.  How many times had Midnight Spectre warned them the government might turn on them?  And now that’s exactly what had happened.
 
   Melanie tosses a bright pink parka and accompanying snow pants on the bed.  “Jasper bought her that for our ski trip in Switzerland.  I’m sure you know how she took that.”
 
   Starla notes the price tags still hanging off the clothes.  “Pink isn’t really her color.”
 
   “Well, don’t tell her, but I think she looks cute in it.  It offsets those laser beam eyes of hers.”
 
   They share a giggle at this.  Starla removes the price tags and then begins to slip into the snowsuit.  Pink isn’t her favorite color either, but she supposes when she crashes in the arctic the search party will have an easier time finding her corpse.  After she buttons up the jacket, Melanie tosses a knit hat to her.  “I like your hair shorter like that,” Melanie says.
 
   “You do?”
 
   “I might get mine cut like that.”
 
   “I know someone who does good work,” Starla says.  She doesn’t mind this inane chatter; it helps her keep her mind off what’s ahead of her.  Melanie probably feels the same way.
 
   They return downstairs to find Robin making some final adjustments to the jetpack.  She looks up at them with a look of revulsion.  “Good riddance to that,” she says.
 
   “You could have at least tried it on.  It really hurt Jasper’s feelings.”
 
   Robin rolls her eyes.  It always amuses Starla how like an old married couple these teenagers already are.  If ever two people were made for each other, it’s Robin and Melanie.  “Let’s hurry this up before I burn out my retinas looking at that thing.”  She picks up a helmet to toss to Starla.  The helmet—designed for the male Midnight Spectre’s larger cranium—fits over her head with the knit cap underneath.  
 
   Robin shows her the controls to the jetpack.  They aren’t really hard to master.  There are only two:  the accelerator and the brake.  “Provided the thing doesn’t blow up the second you turn it on, you’ll want to go easy on the throttle once you get to a comfortable cruising altitude.  Try not to get much over five thousand feet or you aren’t going to be able to breathe.  I’d give you an oxygen mask, but oxygen next to a volatile heat source isn’t a great idea.”
 
   “I understand.”  Though she knows Robin will roll her eyes again, Starla hugs her.  “Thank you so much for your help.  I know I don’t deserve it.”
 
   “Damned right you don’t.”
 
   Starla turns to Melanie.  “Thank you too.  Keep Robin out of trouble.”
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
   As expected, Robin rolls her eyes.  “Provided you get back to normal, meet us in DC.  Mel and I are going to pay Storm a little visit.”
 
   “I’ll see you there.  I hope.”
 
   The teenagers retreat to a safe distance as the roof to the bunker opens up.  The weight of the jetpack nearly doubles Starla over; that weight wouldn’t be so bad for the male Midnight Spectre with his hundred eighty pounds of toned muscle.  “Here goes,” Starla mutters.
 
   She hits the accelerator button.  There’s only a rumble at first.  Then her legs turn warm as the exhaust from the rocket engine washes over them.  Before she knows what’s happening, Starla is catapulted into the air.  She screams out of a mixture of terror and delight to be back among the clouds.  A compass in the display of her helmet points to the north.  Starla steers that direction.
 
   *** 
 
   Colonel Storm looks over the satellite photos and then pounds his fist on the table.  “What the hell is going on?” he roars.
 
   “Trouble, sir?” Major Hall asks from the doorway.
 
   “The trouble is your goddamned science projects are going haywire.  We got reports of Apex Man tearing up a carnival in Atomic City.  Now there’s some brouhaha going on in the Aegean Sea with your boy Lord Neptune at the head of it.  God only knows what Midnight Spectre and Velocity Man are up to.”
 
   “If you remember the reports, sir, this was always a possibility.  This is why the project was deactivated years ago.”
 
   “And if I remember, you said those glitches had been fixed.”
 
   “We thought they had been addressed.”
 
   “Well I guess your damned eggheads thought wrong, didn’t they?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “I don’t suppose those things got an off switch, do they?”
 
   “No, but we know their weaknesses.  And we have the formula obtained by Apex Man.  If we can round them up, it should be easy enough to deliver.”
 
   “Fantastic.  How do we go about rounding up four superheroes?”
 
   “You don’t,” a voice hisses in Storm’s ear.  He turns in his wheelchair to see that psychotic freak Midnight Spectre at his side.  There’s no point asking how the man got in here; he practically built the security system—or at least the real one did and this one is supposed to have all that knowledge.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing here?”
 
   “Taking the plan to the next phase,” a familiar voice says.  Storm turns in time to see his aide dissolve before his very eyes.  In his place is Storm’s previous aide, that nutty bitch Carrie Dalton.
 
   Dalton grins at him.  She holds up a silver disc.  “Pretty nifty device, don’t you think?”
 
   “What did you do to the real Major Hall?”
 
   “He got vaporized in that little fiasco outside town a few weeks ago.”
 
   Storm shakes his head.  The old switcheroo.  He shouldn’t be surprised a traitorous snake like Dalton would come up with that.  “Was that you in prison for the last year or him?”
 
   “The first couple weeks it was me.  Then a friend woke me up.  Cleared away Roboto’s brainwashing and helped me see all that’s possible.”
 
   “What about that attack on Focal City?”
 
   “That was someone else wearing one of these gizmos.  A little misdirection to keep those Super Bitches from thinking I was here.  Not that I had to worry after you helped me take care of them.”
 
   “And what are you going to do now?”
 
   “I’m sure you think you’re cleverly trying to stall for help to get here, but my friend has already disabled all of the security in this room.  There’s no one coming to get you.”  Dalton bends down to look Storm in the eye.  “The best part of this whole plan was getting to see the look on your face when you realized how easily you’d been manipulated.  We had you dancing to our tune like a goddamned puppet.”
 
   “So now what are you going to do?  Kill me?”
 
   “Oh no, I have something much better in mind.”  Dalton takes from behind her back what looks like a miniature pink hairdryer.  “My friend—the one who broke me out of prison—did a little work on Dr. Roboto’s weapon.  The one used on the original Super Squad.  He made it a lot more portable.”
 
   Storm doesn’t have any chance to escape, not confined to this wheelchair since that attack, the one Dalton staged.  A beam of pink light hits him in the chest.  He screams as his entire body begins to compact.  At least most of it compacts; his stomach and breasts swell in time with each other.
 
   By the time the pain is over, Storm is on the verge of passing out.  A hand yanks his head back by the hair; the sharp pain prompts his eyes to open.  Dalton leans down to hold up a mirror.  In it Storm sees the face of a plump young woman with long brown hair.  Her pudgy cheeks turn bright red as he realizes this is his face now.  “You goddamned nutjob!  You can’t get away with this!”
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart, we have a whole new life planned for you.”  Dalton gestures to Midnight Spectre, who opens a briefcase.  Inside is a light blue button down shirt with Air Force insignia on it.  On the breast pocket is the name “Sturm.”
 
   “What the hell is this?”
 
   “Your new life.”
 
   “I’m not—”  Storm’s voice cuts off as he’s blinded by a series of dancing lights.  
 
   He hears Dalton’s voice coo, “From now on your name is Airman Maxine Sturm.  You’re a radar operator stationed in Greenland.  You’re a very docile, jolly young woman.  Your favorite hobbies are reading trashy romance novels and eating chocolate.  You’re going to sleep now.  When you wake up, you’ll be nice and safe in your bed on the base.  You won’t remember any of this.  It’s all a crazy dream.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” Maxine Sturm squeaks.
 
   “Now, go to sleep.”
 
   Maxine wants to stay awake, but she can’t.  Her head sags on her chest.  She wakes up with a start.  She looks around the barracks and puts a hand to her sweaty hair.  What a crazy dream, she thinks.  She tries to remember what exactly it was about, but it’s already fading.  She checks the clock by her bed; she has radar duty in three hours.  She better get some sleep before then.
 
   Maxine rolls over and goes back to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   The dank smell of mold mixed with the scent of laundry soap tells Allison where she is before she opens her eyes.  They’re in the basement of their apartment building, where some of the old timers still go to wash their clothes by hand in the old sink.  She opens her eyes to find herself tied to a chair, her back to Sally, who’s already awake.
 
   “What did you think you were doing?” Alan Bass growls at Sally.  “Did you think I’d let you leave me for this child?  You think I’d let you break up our family?”
 
   “You’re not my husband, you goddamned psychopath!”
 
   Alan grabs Allison by the hair and yanks her head back.  “And she’s your husband?  This pubescent girl?”
 
   “She was my husband.  You stole her away from me.”
 
   Allison takes this in with a sense of detachment.  Something isn’t right.  It takes her a moment to realize what’s wrong:  her asthma.  By all rights she should be turning blue right now, her chest as tight as if an elephant were sitting on it.  But there’s nothing.  Admittedly her breathing is a little faster from this excitement, but she has no trouble getting air into her lungs.  She’s cured.
 
   The formula worked!  The question now is whether it had the same side effect as before.  There’s no way to try superspeed while she’s tied up.  She can try to accelerate her molecules the way she used to when some crooks would tie her up.  She doesn’t want to try it though while he’s looking right at her.
 
   Sally inadvertently helps her out.  “Leave her alone!  Haven’t you sons of bitches done enough to her?”
 
   Alan turns away from Allison.  He stomps over to Sally.  This allows Allison to work on her bonds.  She closes her eyes.  For the last decade or so that she has been Velocity Man and then Velocity Gal, accelerating her molecules came to be automatic.  She could do it as easily and routinely as someone brushing his teeth.  To do it now requires more focus.  This body hasn’t done it before.  
 
   “All I want is for us to be together, like we used to.  Why won’t you let me?” Alan says.
 
   “I keep telling you:  you’re not my husband.”
 
   “I am your husband!  I love you and Jenny more than anything in this world.  Things can be like they were if you give me a chance.”
 
   Allison can’t see it, but she hears Sally spit at him.  She knows what Alan’s response will be to that.  She takes a deep breath, willing herself to break through the ropes.  Her eyes are still closed when she feels the ropes break away.
 
   She zips around the chair enough to grab Alan’s wrist.  “Leave my wife alone,” she hisses.
 
   His eyes widen a moment before she delivers a series of superspeed punches to his midsection.  He tumbles across the room from the impacts.  Allison turns to smile at Sally.  “Hold on.  I’ll get you out of there.”
 
   Now that she has done it once, it’s easier to repeat the feat to break Sally’s bonds.  She’s about finished when Sally screams, “Look out!”
 
   Allison ducks, allowing Alan to fly over her.  As he lands, she greets him with a kick.  He’s quick to recover from that.  In all her career, Allison has never fought anyone at superspeed before.  The world around her and Alan seems to be going in slow motion while they move at normal time, like The Matrix and all those other movies.  In reality she knows to Sally they’re practically invisible.
 
   It soon becomes clear that Allison is at a disadvantage.  She has superspeed now, but so does he.  The formula hasn’t made her any older or stronger, so that she’s still a scrawny teenager while he’s a grown man.  When he drives the palm of his hand into her breastbone, she flies across the basement.  Only her martial arts training with Robin allows her to land in a roll that brings her to the foot of the stairs.
 
   Allison runs up the stairs to draw him away from Sally.  She goes up one flight after another until she’s on the roof.  Once there she realizes her mistake.  Like a dumb kid in a horror movie she has left herself with nowhere to go.  She’s trapped!
 
   Alan appears in the doorway.  “That was really clever, you little bitch, but it’s not going to matter.  I’m through playing nice.  After I snap you like a twig, I’m going to show Sally what’s left of you.  Then she’ll finally see there’s no choice.”
 
   “You’re crazy.  That’s why Sally doesn’t love you.  She’d never love a madman.”
 
   “I’m the madman?” he says with a laugh.  They dance around the roof, going at the same speed so neither has the advantage.  “You’re the one in middle school still thinking she can be Sally’s husband and Jenny’s father.”
 
   “Maybe we’re both crazy then.  Maybe they don’t deserve either one of us.”
 
   She knows he’ll make the first move.  He’s a lot angrier than her.  He’s already on the edge emotionally.  It’s like a matador staring down a bull; she has to know when to make her move to evade his charge.
 
   He comes straight at her.  Like the matador, she steps out of the way to avoid his charge.  Unlike a bull, he won’t be able to regroup.  Instead, his momentum carries him over the edge of the roof.  But in one last spiteful act, he grabs the hem of her tattered sweater to take her with him.
 
   Everything seems to slow down.  This is how it’s going to end, she thinks.  As fast as she and Alan are, while falling through the air they’re helpless.  They’ll end up as bloody splatters on the pavement below.  She only wishes she could have gotten a chance to say goodbye to Sally and Jenny first.
 
   Then she sees a third person on the roof.  Sally dashes across the roof in what looks to Allison like normal time, but she knows it’s not.  Her mental clock indicates it takes Sally only a quarter-second to get across the roof and grab the front of Allison’s shirt.
 
   Allison and Alan dangle from the edge of the roof while Sally strains to pull them up.  Alan tries to use Allison’s sweater as a rope to pull himself up.  She knows if he does, he’ll toss her over the edge of the roof.
 
   There’s only one way to solve the problem.  Allison accelerates her molecules to tear off the remains of the sweater.  The sound of the seams tearing is soon followed by Alan’s bellow of rage.  He tries to grab for her ankle, but Sally is too quick; she yanks Allison back over the edge of the roof.
 
   Allison presses herself against Sally like a child as she watches Alan Bass fall to his death.  Like a mother, Sally turns Allison’s head away so she can’t see the final impact.  She brushes hair from Allison’s face and smiles.  “It’s all right now.  He’s gone.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Sally seems to notice her scorched clothes for the first time.  “I don’t know what happened to me.”
 
   “I’ll explain it to you,” Allison says.
 
   *** 
 
   In his hands, Neptune holds a spear reminiscent of the one Killer Whale uses.  There isn’t much difference between them now in Elise’s mind.  Elise looks around her for a weapon, but she doesn’t have anything except the useless seashell.
 
   Before Elise can say anything, Paul takes her shoulder.  “Get in the water,” he says from the corner of his mouth.
 
   Elise hesitates.  She thinks this pool is what will change her back, but what if it isn’t?  What if instead of making her Pacifican she ends up some disgusting, twisted creature like the Sea Hag Roboto had made her into?  More than that, she doesn’t want to leave Paul alone with Neptune.  They might be lovers, but the way Neptune is acting, Elise isn’t sure that’s much of a deterrent.
 
   “Go!” Paul snarls.  He takes a step forward, his hands up.  “Come on, sweetie, stop this.  You don’t want to hurt us.”
 
   “Get out of my way,” Neptune growls.
 
   “Ellis—” Paul can’t get the rest out as Neptune stabs him in the midsection with the spear.  His lip curls as he twists the head of the spear around to make Paul scream.
 
   Neptune glares at Elise.  “Give me the scepter or he’ll continue to suffer.”
 
   Elise stares at Paul in shock.  She watches blood spill across the front of his shirt while his skin turns sickly pale.  They haven’t been as close since she became a woman, but she remembers all the nights they spent together, sleeping in each other’s arms.  Other than Erek, there was no man she had ever loved more.  “Paul, no.”
 
   “Elise, go!” he screams at her.
 
   The pleading in his eyes finally galvanizes her.  She turns and dives into the pool.  It’s much deeper than it should be, impossibly deep.  Elise finds herself being pushed to the bottom.  Her human lungs burn as her supply of oxygen dwindles.  She tries to hold her breath, but she can’t.  Her every instinct forces her to open her mouth.  Water floods in.
 
   She finally hits the bottom, her slack body landing in a heap.  The light from above fades away, leaving her in darkness.  A hand envelops hers.  A soothing voice—her mother’s voice—says, “Upon your shoulders rest all of Pacifica’s hopes and dreams.  You are the one chosen by Poseidon himself to lead our people into a new golden age.  It is time for the queen to take her throne.”
 
   As these words fade, oxygen fills Elise’s lungs.  It’s not from the air, though; she’s breathing underwater.  She raises a hand to feel the gills on the sides of her neck.  She’s Pacifican again!
 
   Elise opens her eyes enough to see the shape of her mother fading away.  “Mother, please, don’t go,” she whispers like a child.  But it’s too late.  Elise sees three shapes in the water—Mother, Father, and Erek—fading away.
 
   Then they’re gone.  The seashell is gone too.  In its place is the golden trident, the scepter of Pacifica.  As she reaches out to grab it, she notices how her body has changed besides the gills.  Her limbs are stronger, more muscular now.  Her breasts have swelled back to their previous size.  Waves of dark red hair fan out around her body.  She feels something heavy on her head.  She reaches up to touch her mother’s crown woven into her hair.  Instead of her human clothes, she wears a gown made of what appear to be fish scales; the scales sparkle with rainbow-colored light.  This is what a queen should look like.
 
   Elise tightens one hand around the trident.  Now that she’s Pacifican again, it’s easy enough for her to shoot through the water of the pool.  She gathers speed, going faster and faster until she launches herself from the water like a dolphin.
 
   With a warrior’s scream she lunges at Lord Neptune.  She’s relieved to see his eyes widen and that smug grin fade as she spears him through the chest with the trident.  His body sags to the floor to lie at her feet.
 
   Elise whirls the trident around to slap the spear from his hand.  On the backswing she knocks the crown off his head.  “You are not fit to wear my father’s crown, usurper,” she says.  With a final plunge, she finishes him off.
 
   “Elise?” Paul whispers.
 
   She turns to him and smiles.  “It’s me.”
 
   “You’re…so…pretty.”
 
   Her cheeks turn warm at the compliment.  She feels like herself again, plain old Elise Gold, wife and mother, not the queen of Pacifica.  She tosses the trident away and kneels down beside Paul.  “Oh, Paul, I’m sorry.”  She runs a hand along his cheek.  “You were so brave.  I can’t thank you enough.”
 
   He nods to her.  He tries to say something, but he’s too weak.  There’s no time to get him to a hospital.  He’s going to die here, like Manny and Mother.  They had died so she could jump into the water—
 
   She stares at the pool.  Will it work on Paul?  It worked on her when she was fully human.  She takes Paul in her arms.  “I need you to trust me, Paul.  All right?”
 
   He nods slightly to her.  She takes that as her cue to throw him into the pool.  As much as she wants to go down with him, she’s not sure what will happen if she does.  She has a vision of them ending up as some terrible two-headed monster.
 
   So she waits by the edge of the pool.  She counts the minutes:  one, two, three.  She’s at six before the calm of the pool is shattered.  A man flops over the side.  There are gills on the sides of his neck to indicate he’s Pacifican. 
 
   Elise pulls the man from the edge of the pool.  She rolls him over.  His hair is past his shoulders and he’s sporting a thick brown beard that reminds her of Erek, but when he opens his eyes, she can tell it’s Paul.  He gasps and wheezes, unable to breathe the air.  “It’s all right,” she says.  “Your body needs a minute to acclimate.”
 
   She takes his hand and gives it a squeeze to let him know she’s there.  It was like this for Erek when he first went onto the surface.  It’s like this for all Pacificans their first time, the pain even more acute than a girl losing her virginity.
 
   Paul’s face turns to purple.  Elise is tempted to throw him back into the pool, but she’s not sure what will happen then.  “Come on, Paul.  You can do it.”
 
   The gills on his neck lie flat to disappear.  There’s a sharp intake of breath.  She smiles at him.  “You did it!  I knew you could.”  Though she knows things between them are over, she kisses his cheek.
 
   It takes a good ten minutes before he’s able to speak.  He runs a hand through his new beard and asks, “What happened?”
 
   “You’re a merman now.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You’re Pacifican.  Like me.”
 
   “Oh my God.”  His hand moves down to his midsection, where Lord Neptune stabbed him.  There’s only bare skin and well-defined abdominal muscles now.  At least the pool was kind enough to dress him in a loincloth.
 
   “You are going to drive all the gay mermen crazy,” Elise says.
 
   “They aren’t all like this?”
 
   “Only those who work out.”
 
   “Oh.”  He looks up at her.  “I can see this is going to be a big adjustment.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll help you.”  She helps him to his feet.  She grabs the spear that nearly killed him so he can use it as a crutch to help him walk.  She takes the trident with one hand and uses the other to drag Neptune away from the pool.  It’s only right that he should share the bellies of the sharks along with the woman he murdered.
 
   *** 
 
   Of all the vehicles in the bunker, the one Robin calls ‘the Rover’ is the only one she can get to work.  The reason is that the Rover was designed as an apocalypse response vehicle.  Besides twice the armor of an M1 Abrams tank, it has self-sustained life support systems and triple-redundant systems.  That bozo impostor tore out two of the systems, but he hadn’t gotten to the third one.
 
   The only thing Robin hadn’t designed for the vehicle was a shock-absorption system worth a damn.  She did at least put some barf bags inside, which come in handy for Melanie as they bounce along I-95 towards Washington.  Despite the vomit staining her mouth, Melanie still grins.  “This is like something out of The Walking Dead.”
 
   “They wish,” Robin says.  The cars in front of her part like the Red Sea; no one’s stupid enough to try to take on a vehicle the size of a tractor-trailer that looks like an armored personnel carrier.
 
   Despite its size and weight, the Rover can do almost two hundred miles an hour thanks to its mammoth jet-assisted propulsion system.  It’s not as fast as any of her jets, but it’s a lot quicker than walking, which was the alternative.
 
   “We got any company yet?” Robin asks.
 
   Melanie pulls down the periscope to look through it.  “None so far.”
 
   “Good.”  The last thing Robin wants is some dipshit state trooper to try to write her a speeding ticket.  With any luck they’ll think she’s with the military; that or the machine-gun turret might keep them out of her hair.
 
   After another bout of puking, Melanie asks, “What happens when we get to the Pentagon?  They aren’t going to let us crash inside.”
 
   “They won’t have a choice.”  Not unless Storm wants to drop a couple of tactical nukes on his home territory, she adds to herself.
 
   “We’ll have to get out of this thing eventually.  What’s to stop them from arresting us?”
 
   “You can get out if you want.”
 
   “You know that’s not what I’m saying.  I’m wondering if you’ve really thought this through.  I know he hurt you—”
 
   “Don’t start with the Dr. Phil shit,” Robin growls.  “The son of a bitch murdered fifty innocent people to get to Starla.  He deserves whatever he gets.”
 
   Melanie throws up again.  This time Robin wonders if it was all because of motion sickness.  “You’re usually a little more subtle than this.”
 
   “Sometimes you can’t bother with subtlety.”
 
   Ahead of them Robin can see the monuments of the capital.  Except now among the famous landmarks are almost equally tall objects that are moving.  More of those damned robots.  Robin wonders what the point of this farce is; maybe Storm has his eye set on stomping out the government and instituting a military dictatorship with himself at the head.
 
   “You ever handle a missile launcher before?” Robin asks Melanie.
 
   “No.”
 
   “It’s pretty easy, like a video game.  Line them up and then push the fire button.”  Robin kicks the Rover’s throttle all the way to full.  “And buckle up.”
 
   They roar into DC, where Robin has to weave amongst the police and military vehicles already on the scene.  She doesn’t see any sign of the fake Super Squad yet.  They must be waiting to make their grand entrance.
 
   “If you can, aim for the head,” Robin says.
 
   “I’ll try.”
 
   It’s probably not wise to give a girl with motion sickness control of the Rover’s weapons, but Melanie would be even more useless as the driver.  Provided they survive this, they really need to find something stronger than Dramamine to give Melanie on these occasions.  She’s too much of a liability right now, not that Robin could ever say that—unless she never wanted to see Melanie again.
 
   With the push of a button, the rocket launcher in the rear of the vehicle swings into position along the roof.  Despite her motion sickness, Melanie’s hands seem steady enough as she tries to aim at the nearest robot.  She stabs the button to send a pair of missiles arcing towards the robot.  Robin isn’t sure of the result, but from Melanie’s whoop of joy it must have been something good.
 
   She whips the Rover around a corner to line them up on another of the robots.  Now that they’ve taken one of the things down, the others take them seriously as a threat.  The robot tries to step on them, but the Rover is too fast.  Robin keys up the machine guns to fire a burst more as a distraction than anything.
 
   When the robot stops moving, Robin assumes Melanie got it.  This is confirmed by another whoop from Melanie.  The girl isn’t such a liability after all.
 
   The Rover only carries a dozen missiles on board and with at least ten of the robots, each requiring a pair of missiles, the math doesn’t favor Robin and Melanie.  They twist and turn along the streets of DC, managing to take down five while a sixth is only damaged.  There’s still no sign of the fake Super Squad; shouldn’t they be here by now to reap the credit?
 
   “Do you have anything else in here that will hurt them?” Melanie asks.
 
   “No.”  The machine guns and flamethrowers were designed to fight humans, not giant metal monsters.  “It’s time we go after the source.”
 
   She turns south for the Pentagon.  The robot attack should work in their favor as any military assets will be focused on that, not the Rover.  The downside is that the guards are all on alert now.  Robin sees the roadblock up ahead.  It’s only MPs in cars and a few Hummers, nothing that can do any damage.  She hopes the grunts are smart enough to get out of the way.
 
   “Here we go,” she says.  Shots hit the Rover, but they don’t make any sound inside.  Robin taps a few buttons to bring out the “cow catcher,” a specially reinforced front bumper designed for this type of situation.  The Rover plows through the blockade around the Pentagon, pushing aside the Hummers as if they were made of cardboard.
 
   The grand old Pentagon looms before them.  “Shouldn’t we be slowing down?” Melanie asks.
 
   “Not a chance.”
 
   At this point Robin wishes she had a couple of those missiles left to soften up the wall.  She checks to make sure her straps are done up tight enough and that her helmet is firmly on her head.  This isn’t going to be pleasant.
 
   The Rover slams into the building with a thunderous clap.  Robin’s thrown hard against the straps; she’ll probably have a couple of bruises in the morning.  Debris rains down around the Rover.  The vehicle begins to slow as its tires get caught up amongst the wreckage.  Robin coaxes it forward a little at a time.
 
   Melanie puts a hand to her helmet, as if to make sure her head is still attached.  “Wow!  That was epic.”
 
   “We’re not done yet.”
 
   From her displays, Robin can tell most of the armor on the front of the Rover is gone.  She hopes there’s enough to get them where they need to go.  The vehicle plows through an office and then out into some cubicles.  Office drones run screaming in all directions; she’s sure a lot of Dilbert cartoons and crude fingerpaint drawings made by sons and daughters are being ground into scraps by the Rover’s tires.  This brings a smile to her face.
 
   A map of the Pentagon superimposes itself over the windshield.  Robin winds her way through the offices of America’s military until she gets to their ultimate destination:  the office of Colonel Storm.  She finally turns off the Rover’s engine and lowers the ramp along the side of the vehicle.  “You up for this?” she asks Melanie, whose skin still has a green tinge.
 
   “Always.”
 
   They dash out of the Rover to take cover behind a wall.  Robin takes the Taser from her belt and then kicks open the door to Storm’s office.  At his desk she sees not Colonel Storm, but that impostor of her.  
 
   Midnight Spectre grins at her.  “Oh good, you brought a friend,” he growls a second before smoke fills the office.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla resists the urge to close her eyes as she streaks through the air.  From what she can tell she’s somewhere in the arctic, though it’s hard to get a sense for the geography when she’s going so fast.  According to the map in the helmet she should almost be there.
 
   There wasn’t time to test coming to a stop with this jetpack.  She presses the red button to slow the rocket engine down.  She slows, but it still seems like she’s an out-of-control missile racing over the arctic.  She presses the red button again.
 
   From the speedometer in the helmet, she’s still going over a hundred miles per hour as the Crystal Lair comes into view.  The steep walls of the Lair loom before her; if she hits one of those she’ll be like a fly hitting the windshield of a fast-moving car.  She again resists the urge to close her eyes as the Lair seems to swell around her.
 
   There seems no choice but to turn off the engine entirely.  The jetpack sputters a couple of times and then the engine finally dies.  Gravity takes hold of Starla, to shove her towards the ground.  It’s not working fast enough.  The ice walls get even closer.  Starla flails at the air to try to change her course—
 
   She lands in a snow bank at the base of the wall.  She’s relieved not to hear the crack of any of her tiny bones as she lands.  With a groan she manages to roll over.  She unfastens the straps of the jetpack and then rolls again to escape from it.
 
   For a couple of minutes she sits in the snow to catch her breath.  The snowsuit Melanie loaned her is warm enough to keep her little body from freezing out here despite that it must be a couple dozen degrees below zero.  She loses feeling in those extremities she can’t cover, like her nose and lips.  With this in mind, she forces herself up to her feet.
 
   She staggers through the snow until she reaches the identification panel.  The next challenge for her is to be able to reach the panel.  Even on her toes, she’s still too short to reach.  Looking around, she doesn’t see any trees or rocks she can use to prop herself up.  There’s only the jetpack lying in the snow.
 
   A sigh crystallizes in the air as she trudges back to fetch the jetpack.  She drags it by a strap over to the identification panel.  The jetpack’s engine melts the snow around her several inches; she shovels more in to make up the difference.
 
   By standing on her toes on the jetpack she can barely reach the panel.  She holds her hand against it for several seconds, until a green light flashes.  The door grinds open.
 
   Starla darts inside, nearly smacking into one of the service robots.  The robot’s red eye lights up; it must be scanning her to determine if she’s an intruder.  “Welcome, Gor-Bul,” the robot says, using her alien name as it always does.  She knows better than to say anything back; it won’t recognize her voice right now.
 
   She begins to make her way carefully down the corridor.  She doesn’t want to alert Apex Man if he’s here.  Then again if he is here, he’ll have heard her entrance.  She grimaces at that thought.
 
   As she gets closer to the main hall, she hears him shout, “I don’t care what your tests say!  She is mine!”
 
   “My son, I am sorry.  The human female is incompatible—”
 
   “Then make her love me!”
 
   “I’m afraid that is impossible.”
 
   “Make it possible!”  There’s a crash of something hitting the ice floor.  Starla doesn’t want to know what it was.  Her stomach begins to churn and her breath comes faster.  Apex Man sounds even crazier than at the carnival; if he catches her—
 
   She stops herself to take a deep breath.  She has to go through with this.  She has to put a stop to him before someone gets hurt.  But how?  She can’t run in there—
 
   The service drone lumbers towards her.  An idea comes to Starla.  She hurries back over to the drone.  It can’t understand her voice, but she knows where the manual input panel is on its chest.  A keyboard comes up on the screen, displaying the alien characters of the long-dead language of her people.  She plays her hand across the keyboard to type in the drone’s new commands.  Then she deactivates the panel and slips down an adjoining corridor to wait.
 
   She has to wait a few minutes for the drone to execute its program.  Once she feels a rumble beneath her feet, she knows it has done it.  She dispatched the service drone to go into the armory and grab a couple of thermal grenades.  There’s a second rumble no doubt from another grenade.
 
   She hears what she has been waiting for:  Apex Man shouts, “What’s the meaning of this?”
 
   Starla breaks into a run, into the throne room.  She barely suppresses a gasp to see Kate slumped on the crystal chair that in actuality is an alien computer.  From the look of it Kate is still breathing.
 
   Any other time Starla would try to wake Kate up, but right now her being unconscious is actually helpful.  It’ll keep Starla from having to explain later why she was here.  She gently sets Kate on the floor and then takes her place on the chair.  
 
   Like the identification panel the chair recognizes her.  But like the service drones, it won’t understand any vocal commands.  She has to type in, “Father, I wish to undo the treatment.  I need to be Apex Girl again.”
 
   Her father nods to her.  “I thought as much, my daughter.  The counteragent has already been manufactured for this purpose.
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “In the laboratory.  I will command one of the drones to ready it.”
 
   “Thank you,” she says, though her father won’t understand.
 
   The only problem for her is the laboratory is right across from the armory.  She climbs up the ladder leading to the upper levels of the Crystal Lair.  She’s winded by the time she reaches the second floor, but there’s no time to rest.  She does make sure Apex Man isn’t in the hallway; then she scurries towards the lab.
 
   She can hear his voice shouting at the drone, “Who told you to do such a thing?”
 
   The jig is almost up, she thinks as she launches herself into the lab.  As her father indicated, there’s another of the drones inside.  It has a syringe filled with something orange on one arm.  Its red eye scans her as the one downstairs did.  “Your shot is ready, Gor-Bul.”
 
   She lowers her voice to say, “I am ready.”
 
   To her surprise the drone actually acknowledges her.  She barely has time to hold out her arm before it stabs her right bicep.  “Ouch,” she squeaks and rubs her arm.
 
   She waits for her body to begin to swell.  Nothing happens.  Thinking of when she took the treatment, she supposes it might require some time to work.
 
   Time isn’t something she has, though, as Apex Man stands in the doorway.  His eyes glow red as he glares at her.  “You!  How did you get here?”
 
   “I flew.”
 
   “You will regret that, you puny wretch.”  She looks for somewhere to run, but there is no escape.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 26
 
   Starla takes a step back.  She puts her hands up.  “We don’t have to fight.  Let me take Kate and get her some help.”
 
   “She doesn’t need help from you.”  Apex Man sneers at her.  “You can’t stand that she chose me, can you?  That’s why you keep butting in.”
 
   “Kate is my friend.  That’s all.”
 
   “Do you expect me to believe you love that pathetic photographer?”
 
   “Billy is a wonderful man.”
 
   “We’ll see how wonderful he is when I tear his head off.  Then maybe you’ll learn not to stick your nose in where it doesn’t belong.”
 
   “You leave Billy alone!”  Starla rushes forward, her hands poised to claw out Apex Man’s eyes.  She’s much too slow for him; he bats her aside before she has gotten four steps.  Starla flies backwards, across a counter filled with crystal beakers and tubes.  She smashes through a closet door to land inside.
 
   By all rights she should be dead now.  At the very least she should be ready to pass out.  But when she looks down at her tattered snowsuit, she doesn’t see any blood.  Her fists clench.  A smile comes to her face.
 
   Apex Man has his back turned to her.  He must think she’s dead or nearly so.  She tears the remains of the snowsuit away, followed by the clothes Greta gave to her.  Underneath is her Apex Girl costume.  As she sits up, she realizes that while her glasses are askew, she can see perfectly fine; she sets the glasses on top of the rest of her clothes.
 
   Then she launches herself from the closet.  She tackles Apex Man before he can even turn around.  She rains down a hail of punches.  He only laughs at her.  With a flick of his hand, she’s thrown backwards into another wall.
 
   Before she can move, he grabs her by the loose fabric at the front of her costume.  He sneers again.  “You pathetic child.  Do you think you can hurt me?”
 
   He hurls her through the lab wall.  She lands in the hallway.  She struggles to her feet.  Before he can grab her again, she runs.  She hears his laughter in her ears.  “Go ahead and run, coward!  I’ll still find you!”
 
   Once she’s out the front door of the Lair, she pauses for a moment.  He hasn’t followed her yet.  He will eventually.  She thinks of Kate inside, lying there unconscious, perhaps forever.  Her fists clench again.
 
   She tries to launch herself into the air.  Nothing happens.  Her powers still aren’t back yet.  She hurries over to the jetpack and then shrugs into it.  She hopes it still works after her rough landing.  The engine sputters a few times but finally roars to life.  With a whoosh of flame, she rises into the air.
 
   Starla climbs higher and higher into the air.  She pushes through a layer of clouds, into the clear sky.  Sunlight washes over her.  She closes her eyes to bask in it.  She can feel her body getting stronger as she absorbs the light.
 
   The joyful moment ends as something hits her in the stomach.  She finds herself spinning out of control into the upper atmosphere.  The jetpack wheezes a few times before its engine finally dies; she’s sure Robin’s friend hadn’t designed it to work this high up.
 
   She lets the jetpack drop back to the ground.  For a moment she follows it, but then she levels out.  With a sigh of relief, she launches herself higher up.  Her flying is ragged against the forces of gravity, but with some effort she manages to reach escape velocity.
 
   There’s always that moment of wonder when she looks down on the Earth to see how tiny the continents are from way up here.  If only everyone could come up here, there might be far fewer problems on Earth.  She shakes her head, knowing she doesn’t have time for quiet contemplation.  She points herself towards the sun and then takes off.
 
   There’s no sound in space, so it’s impossible for him to taunt her, but she can feel him on her heels.  She flies faster once she’s farther away from Earth and its gravitational pull.  As she approaches Venus, she notes how her costume is becoming tighter as her muscles return to their normal size.  The front of the costume fills with her cleavage again as well; even out here her cheeks turn warm at this thought.  Her feet tear through the boots Melanie had given to her; she couldn’t bring her normal boots with her since they were still much too big.  Being barefoot won’t be a problem, not out here.
 
   She’s near the lifeless surface of Mercury when he finally catches her.  They wrestle in zero-G.  It’s clear he’s still stronger than her.  He eventually gets the upper hand and drives her hard into the surface.  She inhales a mouthful of Mercury’s crust and almost chokes on it.  He presses her face harder into the ground.
 
   “It’s over now, impostor,” he whispers into her ear.
 
   She can’t argue with him there.  She can feel her body weakening again.  She still thrashes around, but it’s no good.  He’s too strong.  Kate was right that Starla was a poor substitute for Apex Man.
 
   Her mind turns to Billy.  If there’s an afterlife, he’ll probably join her soon enough.  Apex Man will carry through on his threat to kill Billy, out of spite now if for no other reason.  No! her mind screams.  She stops thrashing like a dying fish.  She focuses instead on pushing her hands into the ground.  With a silent scream, she levers herself up.  She does a low gravity cartwheel to drive Apex Man into the ground.
 
   She rolls over to spew a wall of flame at him.  It doesn’t do any harm, but it is a good distraction.  She launches herself away from the surface, to continue her flight towards the sun.
 
   As she closes in on the sun, she reminds herself she’s only going to get one shot at this.  If she messes it up, then she’ll die.  The only consolation is if she can take him with her.  Then at least the world would be safe.
 
   The sun becomes too bright for even her eyes.  She can feel gravity returning, pulling at her.  Almost there, she tells herself.  Her calculations are interrupted when Apex Man slams into her again.  They grapple, clawing at each other and occasionally shooting fire.  It doesn’t do any good; they’re wasting energy.
 
   But all their wrestling brings them closer to the sun.  The gravity is getting stronger, even stronger than Earth’s.  This is it, Starla thinks.  She has got to do it now.
 
   She curls up both legs and then straightens them to kick him back.  Before he can recover, she charges at him.  She picks up enough speed so that when her head slams into his chest, he’s thrown backwards thousands of feet.
 
   Starla retreats back to a safe distance.  She hovers there, squinting against the sun while she waits to see if she did it or not.  Apex Man grins at her for a moment.  He tries to fly back towards her, but it’s like an invisible hand pulls him backwards.  That would be the hand of gravity.  He silently screams as he fights against the sun’s gravity, but not even Apex Man is that strong.
 
   His body catches fire before it disappears against the sun.  Starla turns away.  Earth is just a tiny blue dot out here, but she’ll be there soon enough.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin pulls the trigger on the Taser.  The impostor dives from the chair and rolls across the floor.  Robin ditches the Taser.  She’s reaching for the bolo when he slams into her.  He lands a solid punch to her jaw that’s hard enough to knock out a couple of teeth.  Her mouth fills with blood, some of which she spits at him.
 
   He grunts with annoyance.  When he looks up, she realizes it’s not because of her.  He removes a shuriken from his shoulder.  “You little bitch,” he growls.  He hurls the shuriken back at Melanie.  Two months at college have dulled her reflexes enough that the shuriken grazes her right arm.
 
   Robin takes advantage of the distraction to reach into her belt for a can of mace.  It’s a sissy weapon, but at times like this it can be effective.  She sprays the mace into the impostor’s face.  He cries out with rage.  She’s able to finally roll him off.
 
   “You son of a bitch!” she shouts and then kicks him in the face.  She does it again and again until blood covers most of his lower jaw.
 
   He sweeps her legs out from under her.  She should have seen that coming.  Sloppy.  She can’t afford to make mistakes like that, not with his advantage in strength and his equal knowledge of martial arts.
 
   Melanie launches herself for a kick.  He grabs her by one foot to spin her into a wall.  Melanie lands with a startled cry on the floor.  “There goes your girlfriend,” he says with a sneer.
 
   She tries not to let her emotions get out of control.  That’s what he wants her to do.  Instead, she strikes a defensive pose.  She motions for him to come at her.  He’s all too happy to oblige.  They execute a series of kicks, punches, and blocks quicker than anything in a kung fu movie.  Robin manages to keep pace with him, but he begins to overwhelm her with his strength and size.
 
   He finally lands a blow to the side of her head.  She tumbles sideways onto the floor.  Another kick to her midsection has her coughing up blood.  “If you know what’s good for you, stay down,” he says.  She tries to push herself up, but her muscles are too weak.  She collapses onto the floor.
 
   Someone applauds mockingly.  She’s surprised to hear Dalton’s voice say, “That was certainly entertaining.  I’ll take it from here.”
 
   Dalton rolls Robin over onto her back.  She grins down at Robin.  “Bet you’re surprised to see me.”
 
   “I shouldn’t be.  Storm couldn’t come up with this.  Not his style.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “She is probably gulping down a box of chocolates in Greenland by now.”  To explain this statement, Dalton holds up what looks like a pink hairdryer.  “I was thinking I should let you kill you, but then I remembered what an adorable little girl you were.  It’ll be so much fun watching you and your girlfriend playing Barbies together.”
 
   “Hurry up and do it already,” the impostor growls.  “You’re giving her too much time.”
 
   “Oh, fine.”  Dalton aims the weapon at Robin.  But the impostor is right:  Dalton gave Robin too much time.  She already knows what to do:  she whips the bolo around once and then hurls it at his feet.  The impostor tumbles forward to land across Robin’s body as Dalton pulls the trigger.
 
   The pink beam of light strikes the impostor in the center of the chest.  Robin watches as the impostor’s body shrinks, his uniform becoming loose on his body, except at the top of the chest, where his breasts swell against the fabric.  While the hood sags forward, long copper tresses emerge to drape down to the floor.
 
   It’s easy enough for Robin to shove the scrawny teenage girl off.  But Dalton still has the weapon aimed at her.  “Clever, but pointless,” she says.
 
   Before she can pull the trigger again, her entire body begins to twitch.  Dalton spins around in time for Melanie to punch her in the jaw.  Melanie swats the gun from Dalton’s hand; the weapon jumps into the air for a moment before Melanie grabs it.  “Have a taste of your own medicine,” she says and then pulls the trigger.
 
   Dalton cries out as the pink light washes over her.  Her body shrinks, getting shorter and scrawnier until her pants pool at her feet while her shirt hangs off her like a nightgown.  Her breasts flatten out completely, much of the mass going into a childish potbelly.  Her hair gets longer, until it’s to her waist.  
 
   When it’s over, Dalton is only about eight years old.  Like an eight-year-old she begins to cry.  She tries to grab the weapon from Melanie’s hand, but she’s too short.  “Give it back!  It’s mine!”
 
   Robin seizes the little girl by the front of her shirt.  “Can it, shrimp.  Then start telling us who’s been helping you on this little project.”
 
   *** 
 
   Sally does a turn in the mirror.  She runs her hands along the sides of her costume.  “I don’t know about this,” she says.  “I’m not sure I’m cut out to be a superhero.”
 
   “Neither was I, but we don’t have much choice right now,” Allison says.  With a pair of scissors she shortened Velocity Man’s costume enough to fit, except for the boots.  For those she wears a spare pair of Velocity Gal’s high-heeled boots with socks stuffed into the toes to make them fit.  She puts a hand on Sally’s shoulder.  “You’re going to make a great Velocity Gal.”
 
   Sally raises an eyebrow.  “If I’m Velocity Gal then who are you supposed to be?”
 
   “Your loyal sidekick, Velocity Kid.”
 
   “Sidekick?  But—”
 
   “I’m the kid.  That means I have to be the sidekick.  It’s a rule or something.”
 
   “I can see this is going to take a lot of getting used to.”
 
   “You’ll get the hang of it.  Just stay close to me and try to do what I do.”
 
   “All right.”  Sally fits the blue domino mask to her face.  She scrunches up her face once or twice, trying to adjust to it.  Allison remembers she did that the first time she wore the costume.  Sally runs a hand through her hair.  “Aren’t people going to wonder why Velocity Gal is blond now?”
 
   “People don’t put that much thought into it.  If anyone asks, say you dyed your hair.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   “Don’t be so nervous.  You’re going to do fine.”  Allison gets on her toes to kiss Sally’s cheek.  That’s about as far as she can go now with the age difference.  “The first time I wore that outfit I’d only been a woman for two weeks.  I hadn’t even worn heels before.  Think how much easier it’ll be for you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Now, follow me.”  Allison takes off running from Focal City.  She looks over her shoulder and is relieved to see Sally behind her.  So far Sally seems to be keeping up with her, if not gaining on her.  She’ll probably get even faster once she becomes more confident in her new abilities.  Allison hopes they have that much time.
 
   She stops at the reflecting pool in Washington DC.  They’d seen the news coverage on CNN about military forces battling another group of giant robots.  So far none of the male Super Squad had shown up, except for Midnight Spectre.  He had taken out about a half-dozen of the things before retreating.  The remaining ones are still terrorizing the capital.  With no one else on the scene, it would be up to the new Velocity Gals to help.
 
   Sally stumbles as she comes to a stop; Allison catches her before she can fall.  “Thanks.”  She looks around the plaza.  “What do we do now?”
 
   “We have to find a way to stop those things.”  Allison tells her what she has already tried without success.  “Got any ideas?”
 
   “I think I do.  Is there any cable around here we can use?”
 
   Allison smiles as she realizes what her former wife has in mind.  “We can probably find something.”
 
   They have to run all the way into Virginia to find what they’re looking for.  As they unroll the spool of metal cable, Allison thinks back to a year ago when she cobbled together a jumbo-size EMP device to disable Dr. Roboto’s metal monster.  She hopes this time there’s not a trap waiting for her at the end of this.
 
   They finish unrolling the wire and then pull it tight.  “What’s next, boss?” Allison asks.
 
   Sally’s cheeks flush beneath her mask; she’s not used to Allison taking orders from her.  “You said we can accelerate molecules, right?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Can we accelerate this wire?”
 
   “We should be able to.”
 
   “Good.”  Sally outlines the rest of her plan.  Allison thinks back to what happened in Focal City, all the damage she caused by sending a robot out of control.
 
   “There might be a lot of collateral damage from this.”
 
   “If you have a better idea—”
 
   “No.  I’m saying we might not get a key to the city later.”
 
   “Better that than there not being a city, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   The nearest robot is three blocks away, near the Capitol.  Sally and Allison tighten the cable so it’s straight.  Then they begin to shake it, until the cable isn’t visible to normal eyes.  “Go!” Sally calls out.  They run forward, the cable between them.  
 
   Since the cable is accelerated, it won’t affect the robot’s legs.  They pass the cable halfway through and then come to a stop.  A few seconds later the cable decelerates enough that it’s back in normal space, except now portions of the cable are buried inside the robot’s legs.
 
   Sally and Allison each accelerate their end of the cable and then jam it as far as they can into the sidewalk.  Once the cable ends decelerate they’re buried deep in the concrete.  The end result is a makeshift tether.  The robot, oblivious to this at first, takes a step forward.  Its legs pause as it struggles to shake the tether.  The concrete cracks and then gives way, gouging out large chunks of the sidewalk.
 
   But it works.  The robot is so tall and bulky that it doesn’t have the balance of a human.  Even the momentary delay caused by the cable is enough to send it teetering and then crashing to the ground.  The end of the robot smashes down short of the Capitol steps.  Allison breathes a sigh of relief, not wanting to think of the fallout if they destroyed a national landmark.
 
   They’re working on a second one near the Potomac when something gold flashes through the air.  Allison recognizes the trident of Pacifica.  That must mean Lord Neptune is here.  What about the rest of the male Super Squad?  They can’t be too far behind.
 
   The trident buries itself into the head of the robot.  Allison watches the trident spin around like a drill to tear through the robot’s head.  “I think we better stand back,” Allison calls to Sally.  They back off to watch the robot collapse into the river with a mighty splash.
 
   A woman climbs atop the robot.  She’s clad in a silver gown that looks like it’s made of fish scales.  A golden crown is buried in her dark red hair.  The woman lets out a scream and then yanks the trident free to hold it aloft.
 
   Allison stares at the woman.  It’s only as she gets closer that Allison recognizes Elise’s face among the unfamiliar hair and clothes.  “Elise?” she asks to make sure.
 
   “It’s Queen Neptune now,” she says with all the haughtiness of a queen.  Her eyes narrow.  “Allison?”
 
   “Hi.”
 
   Elise’s voice returns to normal as she asks, “What happened?  Why are you still so little?”
 
   “I recreated the drug that gave me my superspeed.  What happened to you?”
 
   “I was reborn in the Temple of Poseidon.”  A bare-chested man with a thick brown beard joins Elise.  She puts a hand on his shoulder.  “This is my friend Paul.”
 
   “Paul?  Are you—?”
 
   “I’m a merman now,” he confirms.  He runs a hand through his beard.  “I can’t wait to get to a barber and cut this thing off.  It itches something fierce.”  He finally seems to notice her.  “Is this your friend Allison?  She’s so—”
 
   “I’m thirteen,” Allison says.
 
   “That’s a fun age.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   Sally comes to a stop in front of them.  She, Elise, and Paul all gape at each other.  Allison makes the introductions.  “Elise, Paul, this is Sally.  We were married before all this craziness.  Sally, these are my Pacifican friends Paul and Elise—Queen Neptune now.”
 
   They all shake hands.  Elise asks, “Are you like Allison now?”
 
   “Yes.  It’s been a bit of an adjustment.”
 
   “I can imagine.”
 
   There’s a crash behind them.  Allison claps her hands.  “I suppose we should get back to work.  How about we go low and you go high?”
 
   “Sounds like a plan,” Elise says.
 
   With she and Sally using the cable trick and Elise using the trident, they manage to take down the remaining robots.  A cheer goes up from the military and civilians in the area.  It’s a short-lived cheer as another dozen robots appear to take the places of the downed ones.  Sally shakes her head.  “We’re going to need more cable.”
 
   “Hang on,” Allison says.  She points to a red-and-yellow spot in the sky.  “Looks like the cavalry showed up.”
 
   “I wouldn’t say that,” Elise says.  “That fascist helped deliver us to Storm and Hall, remember?”
 
   “We can deal with that later.  Right now we should probably get out of the way.”
 
   They help evacuate the civilians to shelter while Apex Man begins to smash his way through the robots.  Allison and Sally usher a group of civilians into a subway car.  The power is off, but with some leftover cable and their speed they drag it along the tunnel, to where the people should be safe until the battle is over.
 
   By the time Allison and Sally return to the surface, Apex Man smashes through the chest of the last robot.  He stands in the opening to lift the robot into the air.  The robot becomes no more than a dot and then it’s gone completely.
 
   Allison braces for more of the robots to appear, but they don’t.  Maybe whoever’s in charge of them has realized the game has changed with Apex Man here.  Or maybe they’re done with their photo opportunity.  Certainly the news networks will fawn all over the heroic Apex Man while condemning the clumsy efforts of the Velocity Gals and Queen Neptune.
 
   Apex Man descends through the clouds again.  As he gets closer, Allison puts a hand to her mouth.  Elise does the same.  They gasp in unison.  It’s not Apex Man at all—it’s Apex Girl!
 
   She lands gently in front of Allison, Sally, Elise, and Paul.  When Starla comes to a stop, Allison notes there’s something different about her.  She’s only as tall as Elise now and actually a couple inches shorter than Sally.  And are those freckles all over her cheeks?  Those freckled cheeks turn red as she says, “Hi guys.  I’m back.”
 
   The last thing Allison expects is for Elise to whack Starla across the face with the trident.  It doesn’t make so much as a mark, but Starla stumbles backwards.  “You bitch!  Where the hell have you been?”
 
   Paul grabs his friend’s shoulder.  “Elise—”
 
   “No, I want to know!  Where have you been while everything’s been going to shit?  You hiding up in space?  Or under your bed in that hideout of yours?”
 
   “No.  It’s difficult to explain.”  Starla looks down at her feet in that earnest farmgirl way of hers that disguises the fact she’s an almost omnipotent being.
 
   Their communicators all buzz at the same time.  “Hey guys,” Robin says.  “If you’re finished with those robots, meet Outcast and I at Storm’s office.  We got something to show you.”
 
   Allison turns to Sally and grins.  “Race you there.”
 
   “You’re on, kid.”
 
   They take off at the same time.  Allison comes to a stop in Storm’s office first, Sally a millisecond behind her.  Storm isn’t in the office.  Instead Allison sees Robin, Melanie, a little girl with black hair, and a redheaded teenager who looks almost exactly like Robin.  Starla joins them a few seconds later.  Elise will take a few more minutes.
 
   Robin grabs the little girl by her ear.  “Carrie here has something important to tell us.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   They leave little Carrie Dalton and the impostor Robin Holloway in the custody of the military police.  The revived female Super Squad meets in a secluded corner of the parking lot, where Robin holds up a silver disc.  “This is how those robots kept appearing from nowhere.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “It’s a teleporter.”
 
   “More alien technology?” Allison asks.
 
   “Maybe at the core, but most of it is human technology.”
 
   “How is that possible?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  Dalton didn’t know the man’s name.  He called himself the Tinker.”
 
   “So now what?” Elise asks.
 
   “Now we go where this Tinker is hiding and put a stop to him.”
 
   “Where is he?”
 
   “Titan,” Melanie answers.  “It’s a moon of Saturn.”
 
   “The one the impostors said they were held prisoner on for a year.  Turns out they were exaggerating a bit.  Titan is where this Tinker made some adjustments to clones Dalton had kept on ice for years.”
 
   “Clones of us?” Starla asks.  “Why?”
 
   “As replacements or deterrents, whatever the case.  But the clones aren’t mentally stable.  I think you’ve all seen that for yourselves.  They’re prone to paranoia and megalomania among other things.  If we hadn’t stepped in when we did, they’d have probably taken over the world eventually.  Then they’d have gone after each other.”
 
   “Good riddance,” Elise growls.
 
   Sally shyly raises her hand as if they’re in school.  “Are we going to need spacesuits?”
 
   “No.  This Tinker guy has a whole station set up there for himself.  We’ll be beaming ourselves into the middle of it.”
 
   “Then what are we waiting for?” Elise says.  “The sooner we kill this asshole, the sooner I can get back to my people.”
 
   “Hold on,” Starla says.  “We aren’t going to kill this man.  Not if we can help it.”
 
   “That all depends on who gets to him first.”
 
   Before a fight can break out, Allison gets between Elise and Starla.  “Starla’s right.  We can’t kill him.  We have to bring him back here to stand trial.”
 
   “Like Dalton?  You see how well that worked out.”
 
   “Maybe we should vote,” Sally says.
 
   “This is idiotic,” Robin cuts in.  “We’ll deal with this guy when we get to that point.  First we have to get there.  Everyone form a circle and hold hands.”
 
   “Hold hands?  Are you serious?” Elise asks.
 
   Melanie answers, “The energy has to conduct through all of us.  It’s the best way given the size of the thing.”
 
   Elise takes Allison’s hand on one side and then pointedly steers them away from Starla so she can take Paul’s hand.  Allison isn’t sure why Elise is so angry with Starla, but she’s sure she’ll find out eventually.  She hopes it doesn’t jeopardize their mission.
 
   Once everyone has formed a circle, Robin presses something on the device.  There’s a flash of blue-white light; are they being disintegrated?
 
   When her vision clears, they’re standing in a hallway lined with white metal that reminds her of a spaceship.  That’s appropriate since they’re surely in space now, on Titan.  It’s the farthest any human has ever strayed from Earth and here they are to arrest the man responsible for so many of their recent troubles.
 
   “Here we are,” Robin says.  They all let go of each other’s hands.  “Allison, scout ahead and report back.  Paul and Mel, stay here with the teleporter in case we need to make a quick getaway.”
 
   “I don’t want to stay here!” Melanie says.
 
   “Paul’s spear isn’t going to do much good against robots.  Someone should stay here to back him up.”
 
   “Elise can stay—”
 
   “That trident of hers is too powerful to keep in reserve.”  Robin uncharacteristically puts a hand on Melanie’s shoulder.  “Please, just do this.”
 
   Melanie looks down and nods.  “All right.”
 
   Allison doesn’t wait to see the rest of the scene.  She races ahead, coming out of the corridor into a circular chamber that’s probably as tall as a twenty-story skyscraper.  The reason for this is clear when she sees more of the robots ringing the chamber.  From the sparks flying, this must be a factory floor.
 
   She relays this information back to the others.  Robin says, “Then I guess our first job will be to bust that place up.  Starla can take care of that.  Velocity Gals, you sweep the area, look for any traps or where this Tinker guy might be.”
 
   “What about me?” Elise whines.
 
   “You’re going to watch my back as I try to hack into this guy’s system.”
 
   “Fun.”
 
   Allison and Sally race side-by-side into the factory.  They locate two stairways that wind up along the factory.  “I guess you take one and I’ll take the other,” Sally says.
 
   “Sounds good.”  Allison takes Sally’s hand to give it a squeeze.  “You’re doing great so far.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “You’re definitely superhero material.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Sally gives her a kiss on the cheek and then she’s gone.  Allison takes the opposite stairway.  There’s not much to see.  Apparently the factory is automated; she doesn’t see a single human worker in the place.
 
   She and Sally meet at the top, at the door of a control room.  As the adult, Sally insists on going in first.  It doesn’t matter as the control room is as deserted as everything else.  The machines are all still operational, but there’s no one minding them.
 
   “This place gives me the creeps,” Sally says.
 
   “Me too.”  Allison presses a few buttons to shut down the factory.  The noises outside stop as everything grinds to a halt.  She’s about to turn to Sally when she feels something prick her neck.  She puts a hand to her neck in time to feel something sticking out of it.  The world around Allison spins once as she collapses to the floor.  Before she passes out, she sees a mummy standing over her, a tranquilizer gun in hand.
 
   “Sweet dreams,” he says.
 
   *** 
 
   While they might be on Titan, the computers here aren’t any different than those on Earth.  Robin hacks into the system easily enough.  Finding anything of interest is another matter.  Most of the files appear to be routine logs:  production reports, defect reports, material requisitions.  From what Robin can tell these are all generated automatically, without any human input.
 
   “You almost done?” Elise whines.
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Ugh.  Why don’t we wait until Allison or Sally finds this guy and then go kick his ass?”
 
   “It pays to be careful.  Remember what happened last year?”
 
   “So maybe we should let your girlfriend handle this.”
 
   Robin rolls her eyes.  Despite how different she might look on the outside, inside Elise is the same obnoxious bitch.  “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”
 
   “Like you’re such the forgiving type.”
 
   “I’m trying.”
 
   Elise only snorts.  After a minute of silence she runs a hand through her hair.  “You know, everyone will probably think you’re my little sister now.”
 
   “There’s a frightening thought.”
 
   “It might be fun.  We could go out shopping together.”
 
   “No thanks.”
 
   “That’s fine.  I need to get back to Pacifica anyway.”
 
   “So you’ve said.”
 
   “I hope no one’s done anything to Ariel.  If I lost her too—”
 
   “Too?”
 
   Elise breaks down as she admits her clone killed her husband and her mother.  “That rotten bastard.  I didn’t even want the stupid kingdom.  I was happy the way things were.”
 
   Robin looks up from her computer.  It’s a strange experience to try to comfort Elise considering how they’ve been at each other’s throats for the last decade.  “I’m sure she’s fine.  No one knows he’s dead yet.  And even if Baron Triton or one of those councilors wants to take over, they’d need a royal heir to legitimize their rule.  Your people aren’t conditioned to trust democracy.”
 
   “I hope you’re right.”
 
   Robin finally gets into something interesting:  the controls for the teleporter network.  Apparently this Tinker has a half-dozen teleporters scattered around the station.  She looks through the logs, noting that the robots that struck New Zealand, Focal City, and Washington did indeed originate from here.
 
   She’s in the middle of typing when a message comes up on the screen.  She taps the icon to bring up what looks like a control room.  Allison and Sally are tied to chairs, their heads sagging to indicate they’re unconscious.  Between them stands a man with his face wrapped in bandages.  He wears a lab coat over a single-breasted suit, which makes him look like a mad scientist from an old horror movie.
 
   “Hello, Robin.  I thought I’d interrupt you to let you know I have your friends up in the control room.  If you want them back, I suggest you get up here.”
 
   “Where is it?”
 
   “It’s up the stairs in the factory.  And bring the rest of your friends.”
 
   The signal cuts off.  Robin keys the communicator to Starla.  She relays what the man said.  “Meet us at the bottom of the stairs.  We could use a lift.”
 
   “All right,” Starla says.  “Just be careful.”
 
   “This sounds like the trap you were warning about,” Elise says.
 
   “Most certainly.”
 
   “And you’re going to walk into it?”
 
   “You’d rather let him kill Allison and Sally?”
 
   “No, of course not.  They’re still my friends.”
 
   Starla waits for them at the bottom floor of the factory.  From the look of it, she has done a pretty thorough job already of smashing the robots under construction.  It’ll be a long time before any of those things go after another city on Earth.
 
   “Someone call for a lift?” Starla asks, trying to sound cheery.
 
   “It’ll be a lot quicker,” Robin says.
 
   “I’ll walk,” Elise says.  
 
   Robin wonders if she should ask Dr. Hanover to do some counseling between Elise and Starla when this is all over.  It’s clear there’s going to be a lot of things to sort out.  In the meantime, they need to finish the job here.
 
   Robin knows better than to argue about this.  “Go ahead.  See you at the top.”
 
   Starla wraps an arm around Robin’s waist.  Then they float into the air.  In ordinary circumstances Robin would never agree to something like this, but at the moment time seems to be a factor.  She doesn’t want to keep the homicidal maniac waiting for whatever he has in store for them.  She wouldn’t be surprised if he has one of those little ray guns like the one he made for Dalton.
 
   Once they reach the top, it’s clear where the control room is.  Robin marches into the room, summoning all of her five-feet-two-inches.  The Tinker is at least a foot taller than her, but she tries not to let this intimidate her.  “Hello again, Robin.”
 
   “Again?”
 
   “I don’t suppose you would recognize me.  We’ve both undergone some changes since the last time we met.  It was at that fundraiser for Mayor Cotchery.  You came with Renee Kim from the marketing department.  I always thought you two were a cute couple.  She just got a divorce.  Maybe the two of you could reconnect.”
 
   The pieces fall into place for Robin as the Tinker speaks.  She should have seen it before.  She only hopes the shock doesn’t show on her face as she says, “Hello Ezekiel.”
 
   “Good, I was hoping I wouldn’t have to provide the fearless detective with more clues than that.”
 
   “You were supposed to be dead.”
 
   “But I didn’t die.  I was thrown clear of the explosion.  As you might have guessed, I was not exactly in mint condition.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Ezekiel.  If I’d known—”
 
   “I’m sure you would have, Robin.  The thing is, I was in a coma for three years.  I’m not sure why they didn’t pull the plug on me.  Then one day, just like that, I woke up.”
 
   “Why didn’t you call me?  I would have helped you.”
 
   “Of course you would.  You would have got the best plastic surgeons money could buy.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you call?  You were my friend.”
 
   “While I was recovering my wits, they let me watch the news on television.  What I saw made me sick.  Your ‘Super’ Squad might have stopped maniacs like Rad Geiger and Dr. Roboto, but what were you doing for the rest of the world’s problems?  People were worse off than before I went into the coma.”
 
   “And invading the world with robots was going to solve the world’s problems?”
 
   “Major Dalton and I were creating a new Super Squad, a better one.  One that would follow our orders.  In time they would have ended war, famine, and many other problems plaguing mankind.”
 
   “Those clones of yours were already deteriorating.  All you did was unleash the four horsemen on the world.”
 
   “And maybe that would have been better.  Wipe the slate clean.  Let us start over from scratch.”  Ezekiel makes a sort of choking noise that Robin assumes is a laugh.  “We’ll never know now.  At least until I can get a new sample of everyone’s DNA.  I suppose we’ll have to make do with another female Squad.”
 
   “You’re not getting anyone’s DNA.  We’re taking you back to Earth and then we’re going to get you some help.”
 
   “I think not, Robin.”  When Ezekiel touches his belt, Robin waits for the room to fill with pink light.  Instead, a section of the floor opens up.  Through the gap come a half-dozen robots, these only about six feet tall.  Robin manages to duck behind a computer terminal before they start firing.
 
   It’s clear from the color of the blasts that they aren’t normal weapons; the greenish tint indicates these are gamma rays intended to neutralize Starla.  Anyone else they hit will suffer nasty burns and radiation poisoning.  “Starla, get out of here!”
 
   Starla tries to dive for the window of the control room, but she’s too late.  One of the blasts hits her in the center of the chest.  Starla should scream and then collapse to the floor.  Instead, she shrugs it off.  This startles everyone, especially her.  
 
   Then she shakes her head as if to clear cobwebs away.  She lunges forward to smash the robots to pieces.  She’s about to grab Ezekiel when he taps his belt buckle.  He disappears in a flash of blue-white light.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Robin says, “I know where he’s going.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla fetches the teleporter from Melanie, who pouts about not being included in the mission to fetch Ezekiel.  “Starla and I can take care of this,” Robin says.
 
   “But—”
 
   “He’s my friend.  Maybe I can still get through to him.”
 
   “All right.  Just be careful.”
 
   “I will.”  They share a dry little kiss and then Robin and Starla teleport.  It’s like a game of hide-and-seek then as they go from one teleporter location to the next in the station.  At each stop along the way, Starla uses her IR vision to see if Ezekiel is around.  Then they try the next location.
 
   On the fifth try they find Ezekiel hunched over a control panel.  He must be trying to program the thing to take him to Earth.  Robin wastes no time to hit him in the shoulder with a shuriken.  Before he can pull out a weapon, Starla grabs him by the collar.  She lifts him off his feet to dangle him in the air.
 
   Robin goes over to the control panel.  As she figured, he was planning to go back to Earth.  She recognizes the location as a Holloway Corporation proving ground in the Nevada desert.  Unless they’re using it right now there probably wouldn’t be anyone to see him.  A short hike to the nearest highway and he could disappear again.
 
   “It’s over, Ezekiel,” Robin says.
 
   “No!”
 
   “We’re going to take you back to Earth.  You and your little buddy Carrie Dalton can face the music for what you did.  After that, we can start getting you the help you need.”
 
   “I’m not the one who needs help.  Look at you.  Look at all of you.  A bunch of bimbos thinking you can save the world.”
 
   “We seem to be doing well enough,” Starla says.
 
   “Hardly.  What have you done to fight all the injustice in the world?  All the poverty?  You support a government of millionaires who only care about lining their pockets.”
 
   “It’s not perfect but it’s the best we got,” Starla says in that earnest backcountry way of hers.  “A lot better than letting you rule the world.”
 
   Ezekiel laughs at her.  “You were the one who made all this possible.  All we had to do was make you see how pathetic you really are.  And you, you dumb country mouse, you fell for it hook, line, and sinker.  We thought it might take more than one incident and one newspaper column, but I guess we overestimated you.”
 
   Starla’s face burns with heat.  Her hand wraps tightly around the front of Ezekiel’s shirt.  Her eyes flash red from her IR vision.  All it would take is one little burst of her flame breath to finish what Hitter’s car bomb started all those years ago.
 
   “Go on and snap my neck.  Prove you’ve got some guts underneath that spandex.”
 
   Starla screams and then hurls Ezekiel away from her.  He lands on the teleporter pad.  With a mock salute, he pushes a button.  There’s a flash of light and then he’s gone.
 
   Starla pounds her fist against the wall in frustration.  She starts towards the pad.  “We have to go after him.”
 
   “No need,” Robin says.
 
   “What do you mean?  He went somewhere with that teleporter.  Wherever it is, we have to follow him.”
 
   “You can follow him, but I can’t.  Not without a spacesuit.”
 
   Starla’s face pales as the realization sets in.  “He teleported into space?  Why would he do that?”
 
   “He didn’t.  I did.”
 
   “Robin, what did you do?”
 
   “While you two were talking, I reprogrammed the coordinates.  If I set them right, he should be floating amongst Saturn’s rings right now.”
 
   “Oh my God.  You killed him.”
 
   “I couldn’t let us take him back.  Not after I saw what he’d become.”  She looks down sadly at her feet.  Tears come to her eyes.  “I don’t expect you to understand.  Ezekiel was more than my friend.  In those early days he was a mentor to me.  He was almost like a father.
 
   “When I started out, he helped me because he thought it was right.  He understood what I needed to do and why I needed to do it.  It was the same for the Holloway Corporation.  He always knew what was in not just the best interests of the company, but for the whole damned planet.  And he never asked for a single goddamned thing for himself in return.  Most of his salary he gave away to charity. 
 
   “If we brought him back to Earth for a trial, everyone would see the monster he’d become.  They’d throw him in there with Clownface and Rad Geiger and all the other whackos, the people he helped us to stop.  I couldn’t do that to him.  Do you understand?”
 
   Starla nods to her.  She has tears in her eyes too.  “It’s all right.  I understand.  I won’t tell anyone what happened.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Starla scoops her up in a hug.  Robin groans with pain.  When Starla puts her down, Robin says, “I think you broke a couple of ribs.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “I’m teasing.”
 
   They share a smile and then Starla says, “Let’s go home.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   Robin stands on a box so she can see over the podium.  It’s demeaning, but not as demeaning as asking someone to build her a child-size podium.  She self-consciously runs a hand over the turquoise suit Melanie claims makes her look the most grown up.  This morning, in anticipation of the press conference, she got her hair cut and a manicure to add to her image.
 
   She looks out over the sea of reporters.  Kate King is there in the front row.  Off to one side is Billy, Starla’s new main squeeze.  They actually exchanged winks after Starla mounted the stage to take her place with the others.  That Billy knows Apex Girl’s true identity makes Robin nervous, but there’s nothing she can do about it.
 
   Robin clears her throat and then begins.  “Hello everyone.  I’m glad you could make it out here.  I know it took some doing, but I assure you this is important.”
 
   She wishes she had a glass of water up here from which she could sip as she speaks.  There’s plenty of water around them, but as the saying goes, water water everywhere but not a drop to drink.  “I’ve brought you here today because recently we all faced a grave issue that threatened the security of the whole world.  Two rogue agents of the United States military, working in concert with a third individual, left us at the mercy of a group of clones masquerading as superheroes.  If not for the heroic actions of these women behind me, we could all have faced annihilation.”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a little extreme?” a reporter from the Wall Street Journal asks.
 
   “No and I think your colleague Ms. King can back my assessment of those people,” Robin says.  Kate shifts uncomfortably in her seat.  Since she was abducted by a jealous Apex Man, she has changed her tune about the female Super Squad.
 
   “These rogue agents compromised global security.  They forcibly tried to take the powers away from members of the Super Squad.  They replaced them with clones who were mentally unstable.
 
   “That’s why I’ve decided as the new CEO of Holloway Corporation that steps need to be taken to ensure such a breach of security cannot happen again.  That’s why we’re out here today.  This former oil platform we’re standing on is the new headquarters of the Super Squad.
 
   “The renovations to this platform and its future upkeep are all being funded by Holloway Corporation.  While some investors may suggest this is not a profitable endeavor, I think allowing our customers to sleep comfortably in their beds at night without the fear that a maniac will break into their homes or try to take over the world is of vital interest to this company.  The board of Holloway Corporation has agreed.”
 
   This isn’t exactly true.  The board fought her tooth and nail over this decision.  Some even threatened to have her competency questioned in court.  In the end, with the male Robin Holloway gone and with her as his legal heir, control of the company reverted to her and the board could do nothing to stop her.
 
   “You might be asking why I chose an oil platform in the middle of nowhere.  The answer is simple:  this platform is in international waters.  That means we are not subject to any government’s laws.  As such, the Super Squad will be allowed to function without having to report to any government officials.  They will finally have complete autonomy.”
 
   A Fox News reporter asks, “You mean they’ll answer to nobody?”
 
   “That’s what complete autonomy means.”
 
   “Then what’s to stop them from going rogue?”
 
   “I don’t have a crystal ball to see into the future, but I can say these women have already risked their lives to save the world on numerous occasions over the last year.  If that’s not proof enough for you then you can—”  She stops as Melanie hisses at her.  
 
   Robin clears her throat and then goes on.  “In addition to this, Holloway Corporation is beginning a new initiative, the Stanford Initiative.  In memory of the late Dr. Ezekiel Stanford, a great friend and mentor to my father, Holloway Corporation will begin seeking out research that can help solve many of the problems we face:  famine, disease, and global warming for starters.  Anyone with a project that requires funding can submit an application through our new website.  Those we see as feasible and in the service of mankind will be given a grant to continue their work.  To this end, we hope to find solutions to problems too big even for the women behind me.”
 
   There’s some applause to accompany this.  Robin takes a moment to wipe sweat from her brow.  She opens the floor up to questions.  It’s another grueling hour under the tropical sun before she’s able to get off the stage.  She leads the Super Squad into its new digs.
 
   The converted oil platform isn’t exactly the Hall of Justice from Justice League comics.  The corridors are cramped and most of the place still smells like oil and male body odor.  The highlight of the tour is a conference room packed with all the electronics from the bunker.  There’s also a 3D holographic map, on which they monitor situations around the world.  A half-dozen leather executive chairs ring the map for when they need to meet in style.  Upstairs are living quarters, not that Robin expects anyone to actually live here, and a storage room converted into a brig.
 
   The brig has an occupant now.  Starla shoves the impostor Robin Holloway inside.  The girl is on enough tranquilizers that she probably has no idea where she is.  It was necessary to bring her so she could dress up as Midnight Spectre in order to conceal Robin’s secret identity.  With that done, they’ll keep the girl in the brig until they’re ready to take her back to the asylum she calls home now.
 
   Robin watches the girl for a moment; she sits dully in the corner, red hair covering her face like a veil.  Clad in only a tank top and sweatpants now, it’s easy to see where the girl tried to slit her wrists only two days into her confinement, which necessitated the transfer to the asylum.  If Robin has anything to say about it, the girl will never leave the place.
 
   The girl lets out a low groan.  Then she begins fiercely clawing at her breasts with her fingernails.  Dr. Hanover says this is something the girl frequently does, to the point they have to make sure to keep her fingernails clipped at all times.  “Get off me.  Get off me!” she shrieks.  She continues digging at her breasts, trying to tear them from her body.
 
   Robin jumps to feel a hand on her shoulder.  It’s just Melanie, still clad in her Outcast uniform except for the mask.  “Sorry,” Melanie says.  “Didn’t mean to scare you.”
 
   “She’s the one who scares me.”  Robin gestures to the girl in the cell, the dark mirror version of herself.  She takes a deep breath and then says something she hasn’t even said to Dr. Hanover yet.  “When I look at her, I can’t help thinking I could have ended up like that.  I could have ended up in a padded cell, trying to rip off my breasts or to kill myself outright.”
 
   “But you didn’t end up like that.  You’re a perfectly normal girl now.  Well, maybe not so normal.”
 
   Robin swats at her playfully.  “I’m serious.  For all practical purposes she is me.”
 
   “Maybe on the outside.  Not where it counts.”  Melanie kisses her on the lips.  The Robin in the cell shrieks like she’s been electrocuted; it must pain her to see essentially herself kissing another girl.  Robin thinks of what Elise has said about the abuse Robin gave to her all the years they were men.  Had she really been a self-hating closet homosexual all along?  Or is it that Melanie and her have a special bond?  “Hey, come on, cheer up.  The press conference went great.  I’m sure the website is already down from all the people trying to sign up.”
 
   “Probably all a bunch of crackpots.”
 
   “Sometimes you need a crackpot to change the world.”
 
   “Like me, for instance?”
 
   “And me.”
 
   “Come on, you’re the straightest gay girl I know.  Starla’s the only one squarer than you.”
 
   “Be nice.”  Melanie kisses her again.  “And hurry up.  Elise and Paul are getting ready to leave.”
 
   “I wouldn’t want to miss that.”
 
   She rolls her eyes but her heart isn’t really in it.  She takes Melanie’s hand and allows her girlfriend to lead her away from the cell.  She catches one last glimpse at her other self.  Then she turns back to Melanie and knows why she didn’t end up in the padded cell.
 
   *** 
 
   It’s not a long swim from the new Super Squad headquarters to Pacifica.  Paul trails behind her, the distance growing between them the closer they get.  She finally has to stop to wait for him to catch up.  “Don’t be nervous,” she says.  “They’re not going to flay you alive.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “Of course.  You’re a friend of the queen.”
 
   “Oh, well.  In that case I’ll be fine.”
 
   There’s sarcasm in his voice.  She can understand why.  If Pacifica had polls like on land, her popularity would be in the single digits.  “It’ll take time for them to adjust to having a woman on the throne.  By the time Ariel takes over for me, it’ll be old hat.”
 
   “Let’s hope.”
 
   She tries to put on a brave face, but she isn’t much more confident than Paul is.  She knows there have already been whispers in the palace corridors about replacing her with someone else.  To quash those rumors, on her first day of office, Elise gathered the population in the main plaza.  She brandished the golden trident and shouted, “Anyone who wants to challenge my right to wield this scepter or to sit on the throne of Pacifica, do it now in front of all these witnesses.”
 
   No one came forward.  That doesn’t mean they aren’t still plotting against her.  Like the old surface kings she has to have someone taste her food to make sure it’s not poisoned.  She keeps the magic seashell with her in bed to fend off any attackers.  For the same reason, she keeps Ariel’s crib next to her bed.
 
   It would be much simpler to take Ariel and go live in another ocean, far away from Pacifica.  But she can’t do that.  She tried to abdicate her throne first to her mother and the council and then later to that shithead Lord Neptune.  The result was that she lost Erek and her mother; she nearly lost her daughter as well.  The experience taught her that this is her job and woe to anyone who tries to get in her way.
 
   They finally get close enough to see Pacifica.  Paul lets out a gasp.  She smiles a little at this.  She has seen the place so often that she’s forgotten how awe-inspiring it can be to a newcomer.  A city not quite as big as Atomic City or Focal City but still a city of thousands, built entirely on the floor of the ocean.  It’s a sprawling marvel, a testament to the strength and resilience of her people, the people she has been chosen to lead and defend.  Looking upon the place now, she feels the weight of the responsibility on her shoulders.  Unlike before, it’s a weight she’s ready to bear.
 
   She leads Paul through the front gates.  He draws a few cursory glances.  Pacifica is very much like a small town in that everyone knows most everyone else.  She’s certain that word of an outsider is already spreading.
 
   They descend into the bazaar so Paul can see the wares his new people have to offer.  There are a lot of startled gasps and bowing at her approach.  She’s certain there are quite a few whispers in her wake as well.  Paul stops to finger a statue carved from coral.  It’s not as fine as Erek’s, but then no one quite had his talent, his love for sculpting.  “This is beautiful,” he says.
 
   “If you want it, it’s yours,” Elise says.
 
   He pats his loincloth.  “I don’t have any money on me.”
 
   “It’s fine.”  Elise turns to the merchant.  “Send a bill to the palace.”
 
   “Yes, Your Highness.”
 
   She selects a nearby café for them to dine at.  “Pacifican cuisine isn’t much,” she says.  “Kind of hard to cook when you’re underwater.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m sure I’ll get used to it.”  Paul sniffs at a piece of kelp.  He sticks it in his mouth and begins to chew thoughtfully.  “If nothing else it’ll help me stay in shape.”
 
   They share a laugh at this.  She’s glad Paul decided to spend some time down here getting to know his new people.  With about everyone here hating her, she needs a friend.  More than that, she needs someone she can trust to be around Ariel.
 
   For that reason, she takes him to the palace.  She shows him around the throne room, the treasury, the kitchens, and the many other rooms before they go up to her quarters.  “This is pretty fancy,” he says, looking around at the enormous master bedroom with its giant clam-shaped bed.
 
   “That bed is surprisingly comfortable.”
 
   He looks down at the floor.  “Elise, you know I still can’t—”
 
   “I wasn’t asking you to do that.”  She shakes her head.  “My husband died only a few weeks ago.  You think I want to start bringing guys home already?”
 
   “No, Your Majesty.”
 
   “Don’t you ever call me that.  At least not in private.  I’m still Elise to you when we’re alone.”
 
   “Yes, Elise.”
 
   “Don’t be a smart-aleck.”  She motions him over to the side of the bed.  “And here’s my pride and joy.”
 
   Ariel’s asleep in her crib, a thumb in her mouth.  Paul lets out a sigh.  “She’s so cute.  Just like her mama.”
 
   “She’s going to be a chip off the old block.”
 
   As if she senses the attention, Ariel’s eyes open.  “Mama?”
 
   “That’s right, my darling.  Mama’s here.”  She scoops Ariel out of the crib.  She presses her daughter to her chest.  The first night Elise came home, Ariel screamed at the sight of her.  It wasn’t until Elise sang her favorite lullaby that Ariel calmed down.  They’ve gotten reacquainted since then, to the point that it’s like how it used to be between them.
 
   Elise bounces her daughter in her arms for a minute.  Then she turns the girl to face Paul.  “This is your Uncle Pauly-Wally.  Say hello.”
 
   Ariel makes a noise that Elise euphemistically translates as a hello.  Paul sighs again.  “Hi, kiddo,” he says.
 
   “You want to hold her?”
 
   “I don’t think I should.  I’m not really good with kids.”
 
   “Go ahead, give it a try.”
 
   Elise presses Ariel into Paul’s hands.  She fusses for a few seconds as Paul holds her like a live grenade.  Once Elise instructs him how to hold the baby, she calms down.  He rocks her more confidently in his arms.  “Aren’t you so precious?”
 
   “She is,” Elise says.  The most precious thing in the whole world.  And no one is going to take her away from Elise again.
 
   *** 
 
   It takes three minutes for Allison and Sally to get back to Gleason.  They stop at the park where Sally left her car.  In the bathroom stalls they change out of their costumes.  For her new role as Sally’s “sidekick,” Allison had a new costume made.  It’s largely the same as her old one, only the blue has changed to pink now to look more kid-friendly.  She folds this up and then puts on a pink T-shirt and jeans. 
 
   Sally drives Allison back home.  They sit in the driveway even after Sally puts the car into park.  “I should probably be going.  Mom still worries about me.”
 
   “That’s what mothers do.”
 
   “You want to come in?”
 
   “That’s not a good idea.  You know what your mom thinks of me.”
 
   “She would have thought that about anyone who married me.  I was all she had after Dad died.”
 
   “I know.  How’s she taking the idea of you being a superhero?”
 
   “I haven’t told her.”
 
   “Are you kidding?”
 
   “No.”  Allison sighs and shakes her head.  “You know how she is.  If she thought I were out there risking my life, she’d tie me to the bed.”
 
   “You could break the rope.”
 
   “You know what I mean.  Even if she did accept it, she’d probably blab it to everyone in the city.”
 
   “Plus you don’t want her to know you’re hanging out with me, right?”
 
   “What?  No!  She knows how I feel about you.”
 
   “How do you feel about me?”
 
   “I love you, Sally.  You know I still do.  I always will, no matter how old I am.”
 
   “I talked to Starla at the meeting.”  Allison braces herself for what she knows is coming; she’s known this would come up eventually.  “She says she can make some more of the stuff that changed her back.  If you want to try it.”
 
   “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  We don’t know what it’ll do.”
 
   “Well, look, the stuff they gave you the first time took your powers away like it did to Starla.  Why shouldn’t the opposite be true?”
 
   “But you see what it did to me the first time.”  Allison pushes up the glasses she wears now merely for show.  “The reason I got so much younger than Starla or Elise is because my system is accelerated.  If I take that ‘cure’ now, what do you think will happen?  I could end up fifty, sixty years old.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “So you’d rather stay a little kid?”
 
   “I’m not that little.  Just five years and I’ll be an adult again.  That’s a lot better than being five years from getting an AARP card, don’t you think?”
 
   “If you were fifty at least we could be together again.  The way it is now, what am I supposed to do?”
 
   She looks over at Sally, tears in her eyes.  “I’m not going to ask you to wait for me.  That’s not fair to you.  I want you to be happy.  If you find someone else, someone who’s a grown up, it’s all right for you to date him—or her.  I won’t say I won’t mind, but I’ll understand.”
 
   “Oh, Ally.”  Sally leans towards her; at the last minute she changes her trajectory to kiss Allison’s cheek.  She runs a hand through Allison’s hair and smiles.  “I’ll always love you.  You know that.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Allison clears her throat.  “Um, I was thinking.  Maybe I could come over sometime to babysit Jenny.”
 
   “I think Jenny would like that.  She’s been missing Aunt Ally reading to her.”
 
   “Great.  So how about this Friday?”
 
   “Sounds like a date.”
 
   Sally kisses her cheek again and then Allison climbs out of the car.  She walks slowly up the sidewalk to the front door.  She turns to wave to Sally as she backs out the drive.
 
   Mom of course is waiting for her at the door.  “What was that all about?  Have you been crying?”
 
   “It’s all right, Mom.  I’m fine.”
 
   “I’ve got some milk and cookies in the kitchen for you.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom.”  She lets Mom put an arm around her to lead her into the kitchen.  Though she hates to admit it, there are some perks to being a kid.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla’s hand lingers over the door.  She’s still not sure if this is a good idea or not.  Billy flashes her an encouraging smile.  With a deep breath she knocks on the door, careful not to cave the whole thing in.  
 
   The door opens a minute later.  “Oh my goodness!” Greta cries out.  “It’s so good to see you again.  Come in, come in.”
 
   Greta motions for Starla to come inside.  “Don’t mind the mess, dear.  I’m still settling in here.  I must say it’s not as nice as the old house, but better than a rest home I suppose.”  
 
   Starla follows Greta inside.  When Greta turns, Starla thrusts the flowers she bought into Greta’s hands.  “I brought these for you.”
 
   “I see that.  They’re very lovely.  Why don’t you and your young friend have a seat while I fetch a vase?”
 
   “All right.”  Starla shuffles into the living room and sits on the sofa.  Billy sits next to her and takes her hand.  She’s grateful for his presence to soothe her nerves.  This isn’t going to be easy for her.
 
   Greta sits down in her armchair opposite them and asks, “What brings you kids out here?”
 
   “I wanted to see how you were doing.  After the fire—”
 
   “Oh, I’m fine.  The doctor says I’m healthy as a horse.  Just had a little smoke inhalation.  All thanks to you, dear.”
 
   Starla’s cheeks warm.  She wonders if Greta has noticed that Starla is about six inches taller now and not nearly so skinny.  Her body has grown too much to wear Greta’s sisters old clothes; at the same time she’s too short to wear her old clothes, necessitating a shopping spree to update her wardrobe.  With a stop at the Crystal Lair she managed to program the machines to give her the same bob Harriet had cut for her; it has certainly made it easier to fly now that she doesn’t have to worry about hair whipping in her face.
 
   “I was glad to help.”  Starla gathers up her courage to say, “Have you heard anything about the shelter yet?”
 
   “Oh yes.  You won’t believe it.  I could hardly believe it myself.  This nice young girl from the Holloway Corporation called me.  She said they’ll pay to rebuild the whole shelter.  I thought I would faint by the time she got done.”
 
   “That’s wonderful news,” Starla says.  She had asked Robin for a donation, but her friend had apparently gone one better.  It occurs to her that perhaps this is a return payment for Starla’s silence about how Ezekiel Stanford met his end.
 
   “And what about you?  How are you making out?”
 
   “Um, well, I got a job at Billy’s newspaper.  I’m going to be a copy editor.”
 
   “Congratulations!  Things are definitely looking up for you.”
 
   “Thanks.  But I thought maybe I could still help at the shelter.  Part-time.”
 
   “Of course you can, dear.  You’re welcome there anytime.”
 
   Starla nods her thanks.  Now they have to get to the hard part.  She looks over at Billy, who smiles encouragement again.  “I wanted to thank you for all the help you gave me.  I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
 
   “It was no trouble at all.  Having you here was such a blessing.  It reminded me of why I do what I do.”
 
   “There’s something you should know.  I wasn’t…I wasn’t entirely honest with you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “My name, my real name, is Starla Marsh.”
 
   Greta nods slightly.  There’s a long moment of silence.  She finally asks, “Is that all that was worrying you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Well, dear, I didn’t think Star Smith was your real name.  Your real name is much prettier.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Starla looks over at Billy.  He has a parcel wrapped in brown paper on his lap.  “I brought back your sister’s clothes and glasses.”
 
   “That’s very kind of you, but I’d rather you keep them.  They’ll do much more good in your closet than in my attic.”
 
   Starla isn’t sure about that now that the clothes won’t fit her.  To avoid hurting Greta’s feelings, she says, “I suppose you’re right.  I thought since they were your sister’s—”
 
   “I don’t need those keepsakes.  I have my memories of her.  And you’ll be doing a lot more to keep her alive by wearing those pretty clothes.”
 
   “I guess.”  Starla wonders if a tailor could find a way to let the clothes out enough to fit her.  She reaches into the bundle to take out the cat’s eye-shaped glasses.  The prescription lenses are still in them, putting everything around Starla out of focus for the moment.  “I really have grown accustomed to these.”
 
   “They’re yours, dear.  Use them in good health.”
 
   They share a brief hug.  Now that her awkward errands are done, Starla is able to converse normally about everything going on in the news and to catch up on happenings in the neighborhood.  Billy doesn’t say much; he’s here mostly for support.
 
   In the cab on the way back, she kisses him briefly.  “Thank you so much for being there.  I wasn’t sure I could do it myself.”
 
   “It’s no problem.  I was glad to do it.”
 
   “I don’t suppose you’d mind doing it again, would you?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   Starla takes a deep breath.  “I was thinking of going back to Rockford.  I thought maybe I could introduce you to my folks.”
 
   Billy stares at her in shock.  “You’re going to tell them?”
 
   “Yes.  They’re my parents.  And I’m sure they’re still hurting over Stan Shaw dying—again.  At least if I tell them they’ll know he’s not really gone.”  She smiles at Billy.  “But Pa might get a little protective of his daughter.  He might not exactly roll out the red carpet for you.”
 
   “Does he keep a shotgun in the house?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Well, good thing you’ll be there to protect me.”  They kiss again, this time much longer.  During this kiss, Starla knows everything is going to work out fine.
 
   *** 
 
   A month later, Starla is alone in Stanford’s robot factory on Titan.  The Super Squad has already teleported here to take everything of value back to their new headquarters.  Starla has returned alone to turn off the lights, so to speak.  Since the teleporter network is disassembled, she’s the only one who can get here now.
 
   She piles up the remains of the last batch of giant robots near an airlock.  Then she opens the door to jettison the debris into space.  They should be safer strewn around Titan than in here, should someone break in.  She supposes that’s a little paranoid, but after everything that has happened, she has reason to be paranoid.
 
   It takes her hours to strip the rest of the machinery from the walls of the factory.  This too she flushes out into space.  It might be simpler to collapse the whole area, but that might do irreparable harm to the moon.  This way might not be as quick, but it will be less risky.
 
   Once she’s done with the machinery, she makes her way down to the generator room.  This is the only equipment that hasn’t been torn out yet; Robin hadn’t wanted to take it down until they’d safely gotten the electronics out.  Now that everything else is gone, Starla figures it’s safe to take the generators.
 
   As she’s about to pull the plug, a console on the control board comes to life.  The message that appears on the display sends a chill through her.  “Greetings, Gor-Bul,” the message begins.  Who could have sent that?  No one except the service drones and the computer at the Crystal Lair know her true name.  The message continues, becoming even more ominous.  “I am coming.  When I arrive, your world will die.”
 
   


  
 



Book 3:  League of Evil
 
   


 
   
  
 



 
 
   Prologue
 
   For the first time in thirty years, Captain Jake Howe looked up at the stars.  The other times he’d stood on the roof of headquarters, he’d been too preoccupied to study the sky.  Not that there was much of a sky to see in Redoubt City.  The light pollution wiped out all but the brightest stars, but that was still more than he’d seen since taking his kids to the planetarium fifteen years earlier.
 
   It wouldn’t be much longer until he could get a look at the stars every night.  This morning he’d put down the deposit on a cottage upstate.  Howe and his wife would retire there in six months—at least that was the plan.  He’d toyed with retiring before, but things had been too chaotic to ever go through with it.
 
   And there had been Midnight Spectre to deal with.  If Howe had retired, he had no guarantee his successor would work with the vigilante the way he had.  There were plenty of younger officers in the RCPD who would have gleefully tried to take down Midnight Spectre to put a feather in their cap.
 
   That didn’t matter anymore.  In the last three years, crime in Redoubt City had dropped to its lowest level in recorded history.  Whereas four years ago there had been a dozen murders every single day, now there was maybe one a month.
 
   There were two people responsible for this:  Robin Holloway and the superhero known as Apex Girl.  When Holloway had taken control of her father’s company and then decreed she would be using the company’s money to fund the Super Squad’s new digs in international waters, Howe had echoed the sentiments of the newspaper columnists who suggested this was the mad dream of a naïve eighteen-year-old girl.
 
   But it had worked, thanks mostly to Apex Girl.  She had dropped out of sight for months, to the point it was assumed she was dead, but when she finally returned, she was different.  It was more than that she’d gotten a haircut; she had a new determination.  Whereas before she had seemed to wait for crime to happen, now she flushed the criminals from their lairs.  None of the so-called “supervillains”—Rad Geiger, Clownface, Neanderthal among others—could touch her.  Within a year all of these villains were locked away.
 
   With the supervillains out of the way, Howe and the rest of the RCPD could focus on the mundane criminals.  Before it had seemed like a whack-a-mole game where they would hit one crime lord only for another to pop up, but after the supervillains were gone, it seemed the fight had gone out of the rest of the criminal element.  The tide turned, up to the point now where the most dangerous case on Howe’s desk was someone making illegal DVDs.
 
   That was until Howe was about to leave for the night.  In the old days, to reach a superhero you needed a floodlight on a rooftop or a special red phone.  Nowadays Howe’s phone vibrated and a text message from Midnight Spectre’s anonymous account popped onto the screen.  “Rooftop, 10pm, Urgent.”  The message was even terser than usual.
 
   Howe had no idea what could be so urgent at this point.  He had checked with his contacts to make sure all the supervillains were accounted for.  His contacts in Washington assured him there was no chatter to indicate a terrorist threat.  There didn’t seem to be anything worth bringing him up here, despite how nice it was to look up at the night sky.
 
   The thought nagged at the back of his mind that the girl might simply be bored.  Or she might be losing it.  He tried to push this thought aside.  The female Midnight Spectre had proven herself time and again to be as dedicated and tenacious as the male one he’d worked with for about a decade.  Still there remained a part of him who couldn’t stop from thinking of her as some silly girl playing dress-up in the former superhero’s clothes.  
 
   The first time he’d seen the female Midnight Spectre in person had been on this rooftop.  He’d seen her on television and in the newspapers, but that hadn’t brought home how young she was.  She could probably go to school with his youngest daughter; she might even be his youngest daughter, except she was a good six inches too short.  With the mask and hood it was impossible to tell how old the girl was, but she didn’t look older than fifteen.
 
   The only reason he hadn’t told her to go home and play with her dolls right then was her eyes.  Those gray eyes had the hardened look of the previous Midnight Spectre.  They were the eyes of someone who had stared into the dark abyss of human misery and become determined to do something about it.
 
   Their relationship had been cordial since that first meeting, though Howe always had to resist the urge to see her as a little girl.  It didn’t help when she brought that other girl along, the one who called herself the Outcast.  The way the girls bickered made Howe think of his children arguing in the backseat during a long drive.  He wondered at first why Midnight Spectre had thrown in with the other girl.  Then he saw the looks they gave each other and realized they were in love.  Howe didn’t consider himself a homophobe by any stretch, but the idea of these two costumed vigilantes being a couple gave him a cold chill.
 
   He’d seen a lot less of the Outcast in the last three years.  He had wondered if they’d had a falling out, but the Outcast still showed up a few times a year.  In the end he had decided she must have branched out to another city, where she could be the hero with top billing.  Not that such heroes were needed now.
 
   “Good evening, Captain,” Midnight Spectre hissed practically into his ear to shake him from his thoughts.
 
   He whirled around to find her crouched on the edge of the roof as if she were a stone gargoyle.  “I got your message,” he said, trying not to let his surprise show.  He glanced around but saw no sign of the Outcast.  “What’s so urgent?”
 
   “There’s been a murder,” the girl said.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You.”  This sentence was punctuated by a sharp pain in Howe’s throat.  He put a hand to his throat to find a shuriken embedded in it.  He staggered back a step, his hand going to his gun.  Before he could lift it from the holster, his entire body went slack.
 
   He collapsed onto the rooftop, his eyes looking up at the stars again.  Midnight Spectre’s face filled his vision.  There was something different about her eyes, a wild, almost feral gleam in them.  He’d seen that wicked smile before—on Clownface the few times they’d tangled; it was a smile of pure evil.
 
   Howe tried to say something, but he couldn’t get out any words.  His vision began to fade.  “It won’t be much longer,” she cooed.  “There’s enough poison on that throwing star to take down an elephant.”
 
   He wanted to ask her why she was doing this, but he still couldn’t make any sound.  In his last conscious moments he focused on Polaris and wondered how long until he was up there, with the stars.
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Chapter 1
 
   Starla Marsh stared into the mirror and tried not to cry.  She didn’t want to ruin the makeup Ma had spent an hour applying to Starla’s face.  As if sensing her thoughts, Ma said, “Don’t worry, honey, you’ll have the veil on most of the time.”
 
   Starla nodded.  She picked up the silver tiara with its attached lace veil.  Ma helped her to position the tiara atop her helmet of black hair so the veil fell straight down.  Since Starla’s hair was too short to do much with, they’d put a few white roses in it.  The roses went perfectly with those studding the dress.
 
   She ran a hand over the dress and smiled beneath the veil.  “I bet you never thought you’d get to see me in your dress.”
 
   “Can’t say I did, but you look beautiful in it.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Whenever Ma stood beside her as she did now, it shocked Starla to realize they were the same height.  The last time it had been that way was when Starla was an eleven-year-old boy named Stan Shaw.  Then puberty had kicked in and Stan had sprung up like a weed—and gained the ability to fly, see in infrared, and breathe fire.  Thanks to an alien weapon and later some alien chemicals Stan was now a young woman who stood only five-seven in heels.
 
   “It fits like a dream,” Starla said of the dress.  She had been set to buy a new one until Ma surprised her with the gown she’d worn for her own wedding fifty years ago.  The gown had needed very little alteration to fit Starla; to her embarrassment they had to get the bosom let out so Starla could breathe without her breasts popping out.
 
   There came a knock on the door.  Sally Bass stuck her head inside.  “We’re all ready upstairs,” she said.  “How are things on your end?”
 
   “I’m ready,” Starla said.  “I think.”
 
   “Don’t worry, honey,” Ma said, “you’ll do fine.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   “There’s nothing to be nervous about.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Nevertheless, Starla took a deep breath as she ascended the stairs from the church’s basement.  Pa waited for her at the top steps.  His face reddened as it always did when he saw her.  He’d had a more difficult time accepting his adopted son was now his adopted daughter.  Not that he’d screamed at her or thrown her out of the house or anything; it was the subtle ways like the way he blushed or earlier in the barn when he’d insisted on carrying the buckets of milk back to the house, despite that she was younger and had the strength of a hundred men.
 
   That was part of the reason Starla had kept her secret from her parents for over a year.  Only after a clone of Stan Shaw appeared and nearly killed her did she decide it was time to come clean with them.  As expected, it was a shock for them to see the son they’d raised sporting a dress and C-cup breasts.  There had been the questions about surgery and if she’d always been a girl trapped in a man’s body.  At great length she explained the change had never been her idea but that after a year she’d come to accept it.
 
   She had to admit there were some perks to being a woman, like Pa getting the chance to walk her down the aisle.  He showed the same cordiality as in the barn when he took her arm.  Ma had them wait there so she could have the photographer snap a picture of them for posterity.  
 
   While they waited for the organist to strike up “The Wedding March,” Starla whispered, “I know this isn’t how you thought this day would turn out—”
 
   “It’s all right,” Pa said.  “I’m proud of you.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Since we first found you in that alien ship, all we ever wanted was for you to be happy.  If this fella makes you happy, that’s good enough for me.”
 
   With the veil down, Starla had to settle for giving her adopted father a hug.  “I love you, Pa.”
 
   “I love you too.”  The organ finally began to play.  “Now come on, let’s get you up there.”
 
   Starla had fought the world’s most dangerous villains, some of them dozens of times, but she’d never felt butterflies like these in her stomach before.  She took one step at a time, trying to glide the way Ms. Cash had taught her when she first became a woman.  So focused on this, she was halfway down the aisle before she looked up.
 
   Billy stood at the altar, so handsome in his tuxedo that her heart ached.  His old friends Dave, Gary, and Mike stood next to him as groomsmen.  Across the altar was her maid of honor, Kate King, who also worked with them at the Star.  Beside her were Sally and Allison Bass, two of her comrades on the Super Squad.  Except Allison wasn’t supposed to be a bridesmaid; despite that she was sixteen, Allison was supposed to be the flower girl.  Where was Robin?  Starla glanced around the church, but didn’t see Robin Holloway or her girlfriend Melanie Amis in the rows of pews.  Had something happened to them?
 
   There wasn’t time for that now.  For now she had to stop with her father in front of the altar so he could give her away.  Then she stepped up to stand next to Billy, their hands interlocking.  The moment she looked into his eyes, she forgot all her other worries and focused only on him.
 
   She was so focused, she didn’t hear the minister ask if she promised to love and cherish Billy, not until Kate nudged her.  “Oh, sorry.  Yes, I do.”
 
   “In that case, I now pronounce you man and wife.  You may now kiss the bride.”
 
   Then Billy lifted the veil and kissed her.  It was a dry peck since they were in church, but never had a kiss made her so weak in the knees.
 
   *** 
 
   At the reception in the VFW hall, Starla managed to pull Allison aside to ask about Robin and Melanie.  The teenager’s pale face reddened a bit before she whispered, “We’re not sure about Robin.  They’re saying she killed Captain Howe on the rooftop of police headquarters.  We tried to get a hold of her, but she’s not responding.  Melanie went out to look for her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?  I should be out looking—”
 
   “We didn’t want to worry you before the wedding.  Sally, Melanie, and I can find her and get this straightened out.”
 
   “She’s my friend too—”
 
   “We got this, Starla.  You enjoy today.  You’ll never get another chance for a day like this, believe me,” Allison said.  No doubt Allison was thinking of when she and Sally had gotten married about fifteen years ago.  Despite that she was only sixteen on the outside, Allison had been born almost forty years ago as Alan Bass.  A government experiment using chemicals stolen from Starla’s Crystal Lair had made Allison into a teenager again.  
 
   Starla took a deep breath and then nodded.  “I guess you’re right.  But if anything happens—”
 
   “You’ll be the first to know.”
 
   Starla went back to the head table in the VFW hall.  She’d hoped her worry didn’t show, but Billy knew her too well by now.  He leaned close to whisper into her ear, “Something wrong?”
 
   “It’s nothing.  Really.”
 
   “If you need to go—”
 
   “No.  I want to stay here.  With you.”  This went counter to her attitude of the last three years.  When she had seen what her recklessness and irresponsibility had done to Allison and Elise, the misery she had caused them, she had sworn nothing like that would happen again.  She promised she would wipe out crime across the world.
 
   She was aided in this quest by side effects from her transformation from an ordinary young woman back into Apex Girl.  A combination of alien chemicals and a high dose of direct sunlight from battling her clone near the sun had strengthened her cells to the point where she was pretty much invincible.  Gamma radiation, once her Achilles heel, no longer harmed her.  There was still a chance she might have another weakness, but no one had found it yet.  That invulnerability made it easy for her to go after criminals from the likes of Rad Geiger down to ordinary purse-snatchers.  
 
   If there were a day where she could let this responsibility take a backseat, it had to be her wedding day.  This was the day where she could be selfish so she and Billy could enjoy the start of their new lives as husband and wife.  She kissed Billy on the cheek.  “Let’s go cut the cake.”
 
   She took his hand and then followed him down from their platform to make their way over to the five-tiered cake Ma had baked.  When it came time for her to shove a slice of cake into Billy’s mouth, she made sure not to use her full strength or else he would choke to death before they got to the honeymoon.
 
   As the reception wound down, all of the eligible women lined up to catch Starla’s bouquet.  She noted how Allison tried to drag Sally into the fray but Sally steadfastly refused.  Despite how young her former husband was, Sally continued to wear her wedding ring.  By all accounts there was no “relationship” between Sally and Allison, but Sally seemed content to bide her time until Allison came of age.
 
   Perhaps to stick it to Sally, Allison joined the crowd of women who wanted to catch the bouquet.  Even before she tossed it over her shoulder—careful again not to use her full strength—Starla knew who would catch it.  With her superspeed, Allison yanked the bouquet out of the air before anyone else could get within a foot of it.  She accepted the teasing of the older women while she glared pointedly at Sally.  In the blink of an eye Sally disappeared from the hall.
 
   Allison, her face red again, handed the bouquet back to Starla.  “I’m sorry about that.  I keep telling her not to wait for me, but she won’t listen.”
 
   “She loves you,” Starla said.
 
   “I know.  I just don’t want her to deny herself because of me.”
 
   “Come on, it’ll only be two years and then you can be the one throwing a bouquet.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Starla put a hand on her friend’s shoulder.  “Maybe?  Is something wrong?”
 
   “I don’t want to talk about it.  Not on your wedding day.”  Allison forced a smile to her face.  “Enjoy your honeymoon.  We’ll let you know if we find Robin.”
 
   “Sure.”  Before Allison could race away at superspeed, Starla pulled her into a hug.  She had to be careful again with her strength so she wouldn’t crush Allison’s ribs.  “Take care of yourself—and Sally.”
 
   “I will.”  The rest of the world thought Allison was Sally’s sidekick, but Starla knew the opposite was true.  Her decade or so as a superhero gave her far more insight into crime fighting than Sally, who had been a normal woman until three years ago.  “See you later.”
 
   Then Allison was gone and Starla returned to her husband.
 
   *** 
 
   As far as anyone knew, Starla and Billy were spending their wedding night in Rockford’s only motel.  In reality as soon as they were out of sight, Starla picked Billy up and started north.  She didn’t like to carry Billy; she worried it emasculated him to be carted around like a passenger.  In this case they didn’t have any other choice, not unless she borrowed Robin’s jet.
 
   “We’re almost there,” she said, feeling him shiver beneath the winter coat they’d fetched from Ma and Pa’s farm.  
 
   “Great,” he said.  “I wish I had my camera.  It’s so beautiful up here.”
 
   There wasn’t too much to see at the moment, just fields of ice and snow.  Billy appreciated the beauty of those more than she did.  In part because it was his first time up here and in part because he had a photographer’s eye for natural beauty.
 
   “I’m sure there’s a camera at the Lair we could grab for on the way back.”
 
   “That would be great.”
 
   A steep mountain of ice came into sight.  To any normal eyes or satellite cameras it didn’t look much different from the ice around it.  Starla’s infrared vision allowed her to see the door carved into the ice and the identification panel that would allow her inside.
 
   “Is this it?” Billy asked, a tremor in his voice.  
 
   “We’re just about there.  Don’t worry, I’ve done this plenty of times.”
 
   “I’m not worried,” he lied.
 
   She set him down gently on a platform she’d installed amongst the ice to accommodate her shorter frame.  Then she lifted a hand to set it against the panel.  It took a moment for the computer to analyze her prints and skin before it flashed green.  The doors yawned open enough to let her inside.
 
   Billy gaped at the doorway in awe.  “You coming?” she asked.
 
   This shook him out of his reverie.  He smiled at her.  “Aren’t I supposed to carry you over the threshold?”
 
   “You can try,” she teased.
 
   “Here goes nothing,” he said and then bent down to scoop her up.  To avoid hurting his feelings, she levitated herself enough to make it appear he was carrying her.  She stopped levitating when he went to put her down.
 
   A service robot ambled up to them.  Its eye flashed red for a moment.  “Greetings, Gor-Bul,” it said.
 
   “Who’s Gor-Bul?” Billy asked.
 
   Starla felt her cheeks warm as she said, “That’s my alien name.”  She had often thought of changing the robot’s protocols to use her human name, but she always decided she’d rather keep a small part of her alien self alive, so in some way her people still existed.
 
   She turned to the robot and said, “Prepare my quarters for habitation.”
 
   The robot bowed slightly and then shuffled off.  “That’s pretty handy,” Billy said.
 
   “The best part is I can turn them off whenever I want.”  She winked at him.  His face turned red as he must have understood the implication.
 
   “How many other people have you brought up here?” he asked.
 
   “Just the rest of the Super Squad…and Kate once.  Nothing happened.  I promise.”
 
   She led Billy into the main room, which was dominated by a chair made of orange crystal.  This chair was actually a computer that allowed her to access the collected knowledge of her people. 
 
   When she sat down the chair began to glow with orange light.  Then a man who looked like an older, bearded version of her as a man appeared in front of her.  “Greetings, my daughter.  What do you desire?”
 
   “I wanted you to meet my husband, Billy Leyton.”  She motioned to Billy.  To him she said, “This is a hologram of my father—my biological father.”
 
   “Greetings, Billy Leyton,” the hologram said.
 
   Billy leaned forward, his eyes narrowing.  “Is he—?”
 
   “He’s a hologram based on records of my father.  He’s not real in any sense.”
 
   “Wow.  But you can talk to him?”
 
   “The computer assembles a response based on certain algorithms.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”
 
   Her father turned back to her.  “Have you brought him here to be tested for compatibility?  I should warn you—”
 
   “I know.  That’s not why we’re here.  We’re on our honeymoon.”
 
   Her father’s image flickered for a moment as it looked for the definition of a honeymoon.  “That is very wise, my daughter.  I hope you enjoy your honeymoon.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   She stood up from the chair.  The hologram turned off.  Then she took Billy’s hand to show him the rest of the Crystal Lair.  As they walked around, he asked, “What did he mean about testing for compatibility?”
 
   “My people used genetic testing and mental evaluation to determine if they were a compatible couple.”
 
   “And you don’t think I could pass the test?”
 
   “It’s not that.  The test is very dangerous for a human.  That impostor tried it on Kate and it put her into a coma for a week.  I couldn’t let that happen to you.”
 
   “Oh, I see.”  He leaned forward to kiss her in a way they couldn’t in church.  “So, where are your quarters?”
 
   “Let me show you.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla and Billy had made love on many occasions in the last three years.  Despite that, it felt like the first time when she led him into her bedroom in the Crystal Lair.  In a way it was their first time, their first time as husband and wife.  For that reason, she wanted it to be special.
 
   Kate had taken her shopping a couple weeks ago to find something appropriate to wear for this night.  It was red negligee that revealed even more than her Apex Girl costume.  Staring into the mirror, Starla imagined what Ma would say if she saw her daughter in such an outfit.  Well, Ma wasn’t here and Starla was a married woman now; why shouldn’t she wear something erotic for her wedding night?
 
   She fussed with her hair a little to smooth it down after the flight from Rockford.  Then she touched up her makeup.  She thought of covering the freckles that dotted her face, but she knew Billy liked them.  She put on a pair of fake glasses, knowing how much he liked her “geek girl” look.  “Are you ready?” she called out.
 
   “As ready as I’ll ever be.”
 
   “Well, here I come.”
 
   She pranced into the bedroom.  She knew very little about exotic dancing, but she did her best to gyrate around in a way that might excite Billy.  All it did was make him laugh.  “What’s so funny?  Don’t you like it?”
 
   “Sorry, it’s just…unexpected.”
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?”
 
   “Are we having our first fight as a married couple?”
 
   “Maybe we are.”  She crossed her arms over her chest and pouted.  “Don’t you think I’m sexy?”
 
   He got out of bed to rush over to her.  “Sweetheart, you know I think you’re sexy.  You don’t have to work so hard at it.  I love you.”
 
   “That’s why I was working so hard at it.  I want this to be special.”
 
   “It’ll be special no matter what you wear or how you dance,” he said.  “You’re the most special person in my life.”
 
   “You’re the most special person in my life.”  They kissed again.  When they parted, Starla asked, “Do you like this outfit?”
 
   “What do you think?” he asked.  She felt something rub against her thigh to answer her question.
 
   “You dirty boy,” she whispered.  She took his hand and led him to the bed.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla awoke to a voice saying, “Which one is it?”
 
   “From the readings it’s the female.”
 
   “Our information said it would be male.”
 
   “The file must be out of date.”
 
   Starla sat up in bed.  She used a sheet to cover her naked body.  Then she gasped in shock.  There were two aliens in her bedroom!  They were both bipedal like humans but one had lavender skin with silver hair while the other had scaly blue skin with three yellow eyes and two pincers instead of hands.  They each wore what appeared to be a black jumpsuit.
 
   “Who are you?” she said.
 
   “It’s alerted to our presence,” the lavender one said.
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  Our orders are clear.”
 
   The blue-skinned one stepped forward.  Starla took a deep breath and then let out a stream of flame.  The fire came within six inches of the alien and then skimmed over it as if a bubble surrounded him.
 
   She shook Billy’s shoulder, but he didn’t wake up.  “What did you do to him?”
 
   “It’s a simple sleep spell,” the lavender one said.  “His people are especially susceptible to it.”
 
   “Who are you two?”
 
   The blue alien said, “I am Commander Sulfam and this is Lieutenant Kila.  We have a warrant from the Galactic Peacekeepers for your arrest.”
 
   “Arrest?  On what charge?”
 
   “You will be given more information once you are in custody.  You can either come willingly or we can detain you by force.”
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Starla said.  She threw the sheet aside and then lunged at the blue alien.  A silver metal staff appeared in his hand.  He whipped one end around to hit her in the head.  The staff should have snapped in half or bent; instead Starla was thrown across the room, into a wall.  She lay dazed for a moment.  
 
   Then she got back to her feet.  Her fists clenched.  “You two have made a big mistake.”
 
   She lunged forward again.  This time as the blue alien brought the staff around, she jumped over it.  Except as she cleared the staff, the tip of it lit up with purple light.  A burst of lightning slammed into her, sending her into the ceiling.
 
   The lavender alien plucked her from the air.  It slapped a silver bracelet around her wrist.  “You will come with us, Gor-Bul of Kor-Gan.  You have much to answer for.”
 
   Starla tried to grab the lavender alien, but a shock ran through her entire body.  She tried again with the same result.  When she tried to tear off the silver bracelet, an even greater shock ran through her, this one enough to bring her to her knees.  She screamed with pain and frustration.
 
   “Transport bubble is activated,” the lavender alien said.  Starla found herself rising into the air.  She reached out towards the alien with one hand, but her fingers brushed against a force field of purple light.  
 
   As she rose through the ceiling of the Crystal Lair, she screamed Billy’s name, but he continued to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2
 
   Through his lawyer, Hitter had filed twenty-three separate requests to be transferred from the secure wing of Guantanamo Bay to at least the general population of the prison, if not a nice maximum-security prison back in the States.  Even one of those gulags in Siberia would have been preferable to this madhouse.
 
   He didn’t deserve to be here, among all these freaks.  He had never dressed up in a costume, unless you considered a black trench coat and a gray Armani suit to be a costume, in which case most of the fucks on Wall Street should be in here with him.  He had never tried to take over the world.  He had never used any ray guns or irradiated bees or any crazy shit like that.
 
   The tools of his trade were a sniper rifle, a 9mm Beretta with silencer, C4 plastic explosive, and a garrote wire.  Hitter was an assassin, pure and simple.  Not even one of those ninja assassins like the yakuza used.  He was an ordinary guy from Leeds who killed people for money.  Why should he be stuffed into a cell with a shithead like Rad Geiger?
 
   “No one understands,” Geiger said.  “Radiation is the key to everything.  It’s the only way we can ever achieve perfection.”
 
   “Yeah, so you’ve said,” Hitter said.  He didn’t look up from his worn copy of Jugs & Ammo.  Geiger went into this same rant at least three times a day.  Hitter’s pleas with the warden about a new cellmate fell on deaf ears like his transfer requests.
 
   “If only that bitch Apex Girl didn’t keep interfering.”
 
   “You and me both, mate,” Hitter grumbled.  It hadn’t been Apex Girl who’d brought him in.  It had been that little cunt Midnight Spectre.  He’d been on a job in Vatican City to take out a cardinal who was in the running to be the next pope.  His employers didn’t think the cardinal would be the sort who would be good for business so they decided to have him snuffed.  
 
   For the job Hitter had used some special effects to assume the identity of a Vatican priest.  The priest was an assistant to the cardinal in question.  All Hitter had to do was drop a little poison in the cardinal’s morning tea and then he’d meet his boss up in Heaven.
 
   He’d gotten the cup of tea easy enough.  It was on his way up to the cardinal’s room that a shadow detached from the wall.  Before he could turn around, he had a bolo around his legs.  He dropped to the floor, where he looked up at a kid in a black mask and hood.  The girl leveled a Taser at his chest.  “Well, my son, do you have any sins to confess?” she hissed at him.
 
   “I’d say fuck you but you’re under age,” he said, hoping it might get the little bitch off her game enough that he could wriggle out of the bolo.
 
   “You’re not my type anyway.”
 
   It was over after that.  She called for the Vatican’s guards and they took him away.  As an English citizen captured in Vatican City he ordinarily wouldn’t have ended up in an American prison in Cuba.  Except there was a little-known law known as the Supervillain Extradition Act.  This allowed the world’s most heinous criminals to be locked up in this madhouse so they couldn’t run amok among the general population.  Not that this seemed to stop people like Geiger or Clownface, who escaped three or four times a year.
 
   Or at least they had until three years ago.  No one had escaped since Holloway Corporation had taken over security of the place.  The US government was still nominally in charge, but Holloway Corp’s mercenaries were the ones who wielded the real power.  It was all part of that little dyke Robin Holloway’s plan for world peace or some shit like that.
 
   Hitter didn’t believe in world peace.  Not just because it would mean his business would dry up.  Since he’d first gone with his father to the track at the tender age of three, he understood humans were little better than the animals they bet on.  Humanity’s default mode was to screw each other over.  A kid with a silver spoon up her ass like Holloway couldn’t understand how greed and desperation shaped the lives of the ninety-nine percent to keep them in an almost primitive state.  When you could call up a private jet to take you to Zurich if you felt like skiing, you couldn’t understand the foolish hope that poisoned the souls of people like Hitter’s dear old dad.  Until rich bitches like her found a way to bring the rest of the world up to her level, there would never be world peace.  Even then, someone would always want something they didn’t have:  a woman, a man, a car, even a fucking dog that belonged to someone else.  That was how the world worked.  Why should he be punished for giving these people what they wanted?
 
   “If they looked over my calculations—”
 
   Hitter turned away from Miss December’s lovely face to glare at Geiger.  “You don’t put a sock in it, mate, I’m going to carve some calculations in your ass.”
 
   Before Geiger could reply, the whole cell rocked.  It might be an earthquake, but Hitter smelled something in the air:  his old friend C4.  Someone had blown one of the cells.  Probably Clownface or one of those freaks.  The guards would probably catch him before he could get into the Caribbean—
 
   The door for Hitter’s cell was torn off its hinges.  Fred Flintstone’s brother stood in the doorway.  With his thick, protruding brow and tiny brain the seven-foot-seven pillar of muscle was known as Neanderthal.  He hurled something black at Hitter—a gas mask.
 
   “Put on,” Neanderthal growled.
 
   “Where’s mine?” Geiger whined.
 
   “You not go,” Neanderthal said.  
 
   Hitter was going to ask what the hell this was all about, until green smoke began to fill the room.  He put on the gas mask and watched as the smoke filled the cell.  Geiger thrashed around for a few moments before he finally collapsed to the floor.
 
   Hitter hopped off his bunk.  He tucked his magazine into his jumpsuit and then patted Neanderthal on the arm.  “You finally shut him up.  Thanks, mate.”
 
   “Now, we go,” Neanderthal said.
 
   “Lead on.”
 
   *** 
 
   As he walked out of the prison, Hitter noted all of the guards and inmates sprawled on the floor.  From the way their chests rose and fell, he knew they were knocked out, not dead.  Pity.  Shits like Geiger deserved put out of their misery.
 
   Neanderthal was the only one not wearing a mask who didn’t seem affected by the gas.  It was probably his tougher, more primitive system.  Or maybe he was too damned tall for the gas to reach; Hitter had failed science class back at primary school.
 
   With everyone else down for the count, Hitter and Neanderthal easily walked out of the prison.  At the gate, Hitter saw they weren’t the only ones who were breaking out.  Killer Whale and Ion Man stood beside the gate, the latter tapping his foot with impatience.  “About time you two got here,” he said.
 
   “What the hell is this?  How’d you two get out?”
 
   “I was working in the machine shop when someone tossed me a mask and then gas began to fill the room.”
 
   “A similar thing happened to me,” Killer Whale said.
 
   “Then we must have a benefactor,” Hitter said.  Neanderthal obviously couldn’t have pulled off something like this on his own; he didn’t have the cranial capacity for it.
 
   “Go to beach,” Neanderthal ordered.
 
   “Fine with me.  I’ve been wanting to work on my tan,” Ion Man said.  He fell in beside Hitter as they walked through the gate.  “You hear any skinny on who might have done this?”
 
   “I’m as surprised as you are.”  More surprised he was sure.  He had never associated with the likes of these three in his career; he didn’t even sit near them in the cafeteria.  There was no obvious connection at all between the four of them other than they were all inmates of the same prison.  But if you wanted to break out four inmates, why them and not some of the others?  Neanderthal was stronger and tougher than a normal human and Killer Whale could talk to fish, but Ion Man was just a rogue engineer and Hitter an assassin; they didn’t have any superpowers, nor in all honesty did they have much of a reputation.
 
   As they neared the beach, the hair on the back of Hitter’s neck went up.  Years as an assassin had given him a sixth sense for trouble that almost never failed—except back in the Vatican.  This time he saw it was right on the money.
 
   Midnight Spectre waited for them on the beach.
 
   *** 
 
   The little shit had the audacity to grin at them.  Neanderthal roared like a wild animal and then charged forward.  He tried to wrap his arms around Midnight Spectre, but they went right through her.  A hologram.
 
   “Sorry to disappoint you, big boy.  I thought it better to take certain precautions.”
 
   “What the hell is this?” Ion Man said.  “Were you punking us this whole time?”
 
   “No.  I have a job that requires your particular talents—all four of you.  So here’s the deal:  you can either work with me or go back to prison.”  The hologram put up a hand.  “Before you think you can escape on your own, you should know Holloway Corp has put a chip on every prisoner in there.  It tracks your movements should you attempt to escape.  I’m blocking the signal right now, but if you don’t play ball with me, I’ll stop blocking it.  You’ll have the Velocity Gals there in about three seconds to take you back.”
 
   “What sort of job is this?” Hitter asked.
 
   “It’s the kind I think you’ll like.  You’re going to destroy the Super Squad.”
 
   “A lot of people have tried that, love.  All it did was land them here.”
 
   “True, but those fools were working individually before.  Now you’re going to be working together.  You’re going to be the League of Evil.”
 
   “League of Evil?  Are you going to give us matching costumes?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “Not unless you really want that.”
 
   “I seem to remember they did this in the comic books.  I also seem to remember the bad guys still lost.”
 
   “That was the comics.  You’re going to have a better plan than them.  If you want to hear it, then get on the boat.  It’ll take you to where we can talk.”
 
   Hitter stepped to his right to see a black rubber boat on the beach.  “You expect us all to fit into that?” he asked.
 
   “It should fit you and Ion Man.  Killer Whale can call one of his friends to give Neanderthal a ride, should he choose to come.”
 
   “Me come.  Want to crush Supers.”
 
   “That’s one.  What say the rest of you?”
 
   Ion Man shrugged.  “I’d have to check my social calendar, but I don’t think I have any other engagements this evening.”
 
   Killer Whale glared at the hologram.  “When you say the Super Squad, what of my traitorous sister, the ‘queen’ of Pacifica?”
 
   “She’ll get her comeuppance in due time.”
 
   “That’s not good enough.”
 
   “I know you don’t want to trust me, but you should.  The way this turns out, all of them are going to be destroyed and you’ll be the new king of Pacifica.”
 
   “Why would you want to destroy the Super Squad?” Hitter asked.  “You’re one of those bloody fools.  How do we know you aren’t going to sell us out the moment we get on that boat?”
 
   In the hologram’s hand appeared a newspaper with the headline:  Local Police Captain Slain By Superhero!  A picture showed Captain Jake Howe of the Redoubt City Police and another showed the woman before them.  “I’ve already changed sides.  Now I’m going to up the ante.  You in?”
 
   “What do I get?  Besides freedom.”
 
   “We can negotiate price later.  I’m thinking something with six zeroes.”
 
   “That’s my language,” Hitter said.  He still didn’t trust the little bitch, but the promise of getting off this island and a big payday was enough of an incentive.  He and Ion Man climbed into the raft.  The tiny boat’s engine started on its own to take them out to sea.
 
   As he rode in the boat, Hitter decided after the job and after he got paid, he’d throttle the life from Midnight Spectre to give her what she had coming.  That would be the best payment of all.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3
 
   The boat came to a stop in the middle of the Caribbean.  Hitter looked around but didn’t see anything except Killer Whale and Neanderthal riding stingrays behind them.  “Is the thing out of gas?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “She tricked us, you twit.  Probably hoping we’ll die out here.”
 
   “If I had my gear I could fly us back to shore.”
 
   “If I had my gear you’d already be dead.”
 
   “Hey, I don’t like this any more than you do.  It was either this or stay locked up in that shithole.  I’m starting to think I should have stayed in the shithole.”
 
   “No kidding.”
 
   The other two came up on either side of the boat.  “Where she at?” Neanderthal asked.
 
   “Beats us,” Ion Man said.
 
   “She ditched us,” Hitter said.
 
   “Wait,” Killer Whale said.  “Something is coming.”
 
   “What?”
 
   The answer came a moment later when a pair of black fins appeared in the water.  Hitter had never spent much time on the water, so he had no idea what sort of creature it was until he saw the bulbous nose with a window above it.  Midnight Spectre sat behind the window, a smug grin affixed to her face.
 
   “A bloody submarine.  Just perfect.”
 
   Hitter fetched an oar and handed the other to Ion Man so they could paddle towards the submarine.  Killer Whale swam alongside them, but Neanderthal remained behind.  “What’s the hold up, big guy?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “No go in there.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Not like.”
 
   “I thought you lot lived in caves?” Hitter asked.
 
   “No go!”
 
   Hitter and Ion Man looked to each other and shrugged.  Without any weapons other than the oars there wasn’t much they could do to force Neanderthal inside the submarine if he didn’t want to go.  “Fine, stay out here then.”
 
   A moment later Neanderthal cried out.  He lost his grip on the stingray and then flailed in the water.  After about thirty seconds his body went limp entirely.  He began to slip beneath the surface.  “Hurry up and fetch him,” Midnight Spectre said over a speaker.
 
   Killer Whale grumbled something under his breath but then dove underwater.  He returned dragging Neanderthal by a handful of his jumpsuit.  Hitter shook his head at the silliness of all this.  Then he and Ion Man paddled forward again.
 
   There was a door between the fins at the back of the submarine.  This allowed Hitter and the others to drop inside, where Midnight Spectre waited for them.  He was certain this time the girl was real, but then he supposed she might have a robot duplicate or something like that.  “Good to see you four managed to get out here without killing each other.  You’re learning already.”
 
   “Where to now, boss?” Ion Man asked, his voice dripping with sarcasm.
 
   “To the staging area.  You’ll get a full briefing then.  In the meantime, take Neanderthal to the infirmary.  There are some sedatives in there that should keep him out until we get where we’re going.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss.”
 
   After Midnight Spectre left, Hitter turned to Ion Man.  “Kissing the boss’s ass, are we?”
 
   “No sense killing our meal ticket yet.”
 
   “Right.”  Now that they were out of the water, it took all three of them to lug Neanderthal into an infirmary barely big enough to fit him.  As the closest to a doctor among them, Ion Man rummaged around until he found a bottle of something to fill a syringe with.  “You sure you know what you’re doing?”
 
   “I did a stint in the prison hospital,” he said.  “And a few years as a supervillain gives you an education in battlefield medicine.”
 
   “Yeah.”  Hitter had pulled a bullet out of himself on two occasions and on another three had sewn up a knife wound.  It was anything but pleasant.
 
   The next challenge came in getting the syringe into Neanderthal’s thick hide.  Killer Whale finally shoved them aside to jam the needle into the caveman’s thigh.  Hitter braced himself for Neanderthal to wake up, but he remained unconscious.  Killer Whale tossed the syringe into a trash bin with a disdainful look.
 
   “So where do you suppose she’s taking us?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “I don’t know.  What about you, Fishsticks?”
 
   “I don’t know either.”
 
   “Can’t one of your fish buddies tell you?”
 
   “Not from in here.”
 
   “Well, she’s probably not going to turn us over to any cops.  If she wanted to do that, she could have left us there.”
 
   “There are worse things than cops,” Hitter said.  He had worked for many of those worse things.
 
   “I suppose we ought to settle in and find out.”  Ion Man looked around.  “You don’t suppose there’s anywhere to get a drink in this tub, do you?”
 
   “You could try the rubbing alcohol.”
 
   “I might.”
 
   With that they set out to explore the submarine.
 
   *** 
 
   There wasn’t a bar in the submarine, which made sense since Midnight Spectre was a kid; she probably wasn’t of legal age yet.  Ion Man offered him a cup of Gatorade spiked with rubbing alcohol but Hitter refused.  He preferred to keep his wits about him when he worked.  Even now when he wasn’t actively on a job, he thought it best to stay sober.
 
   Midnight Spectre had not come back to the galley to visit them.  They’d gone up to the cockpit only to find it locked.  He didn’t have any idea what the girl was up to.  She had said she wanted them to destroy the Super Squad, but so far he didn’t have any idea how they could do it.  It wouldn’t be difficult to take out that Outcast girl.  The Velocity Gals would be more difficult, but there were ways to stop them.  As for Mermaid, now Queen Neptune, no one had seen her in three years, not even her brother Killer Whale.  
 
   The real problem would be Apex Girl.  She had no weaknesses anyone knew about, not since she returned three years ago.  How could the four of them possibly do anything about her?  
 
   Maybe they couldn’t, but Midnight Spectre might be able to.  She and Apex Girl had served on the same team; she might know of a weakness they could exploit.  That was the only logical explanation he could think of.  The other explanation was the girl had gone completely daft.  If that were the case, they were all in big trouble.
 
   Even after twelve hours Neanderthal had not woke up, which Hitter took as a positive sign.  If that monster got loose he could easily smash this tin can open.  That wouldn’t be a problem for Killer Whale, but anyone who didn’t have gills would be screwed.  Hitter’s search for a wetsuit and air tank came up empty.  That was another worrying fact.
 
   A speaker shook Hitter out of his daze.  “We’re almost to the drop site.  Killer Whale, go out the airlock and make sure none of your sister’s friends are around.”
 
   Killer Whale grumbled under his breath, but obeyed.  “Where do you suppose we are?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “We should find out shortly.”
 
   “If she’s worried about Pacificans then it must be in the middle of the Pacific.  You don’t suppose she’d drop us off at the Super Squad’s door, do you?”
 
   “It’s possible,” Hitter said with a shrug.
 
   “I’ve looked all over this can and there isn’t a single weapon.  Not even an aerosol can and matches in the galley.”
 
   “Those probably aren’t good items to have in a submarine.”
 
   “I’m just saying, we’ll be sitting ducks.”
 
   “Maybe you should go wake up the beast.”
 
   “The old a rock and a hard place.”
 
   “Not unusual in my line of work.”
 
   “Swell.”  Ion Man drank another glass of his spiked Gatorade.  He made a disgusted face.  “If I got to go out like this, I wish I could have at least got a decent drink.”
 
   “If you’re lucky, she’ll be dropping us off at a tiki bar.”
 
   “My luck’s not that good.”
 
   Hitter was relieved when Ion Man finally shut up.  He preferred the silence, which was why he always worked alone.  It was much harder to take out a target with some damned sidekick yammering in his ear.  One way or another he supposed he would be rid of his new friends soon enough.
 
   An alarm sounded.  He worried they were about to be boarded, but then he felt the submarine rising.  They were coming to the surface.  That could only mean Killer Whale hadn’t run into any trouble.  Nevertheless, Hitter took a deep breath.
 
   The speaker came to life again.  “All right, boys, you can go out the top hatch.  Just watch your heads.”
 
   “What the hell does that mean?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “Let’s find out.”
 
   Hitter went to the back of the sub.  He looked up at the opening where the doors had been.  It was dark, but when he strained his eyes, he could make out stone.  They must be in a cave.  That ought to make Neanderthal feel at home.
 
   As Midnight Spectre had indicated, the space was tight between the top of the ladder and the ceiling of the cave.  Hitter stayed bent enough to swing over the side of the submarine and then start down.  Killer Whale waited for them on a cement walkway.  “No problems?”
 
   “My sister’s minions are not nearby.”
 
   “What about anyone else?  The Super Squad or Interpol maybe?” Ion Man said.
 
   “There’s been no one.”
 
   “So where are we?”
 
   “One of those desert isles you hear so much about,” Midnight Spectre said.  “Come on, fellas, let’s get moving.”
 
   *** 
 
   Hitter figured the island had probably once served as a listening post for the Allies in World War II.  The radio equipment in the room was many decades out of date and the maps still showed the USSR, South Vietnam, and other countries no longer in existence.  The papers in the file cabinets had long ago turned yellow with age.
 
   There were four rickety metal chairs for those of normal size and an old generator casing for Neanderthal to sit on.  The caveman had woke up a half hour ago and characteristically had gone berserk.  That was at least until he realized he was no longer on the submarine.  His dull face was still flushed with rage, which was why Hitter sat on the opposite side of the table.
 
   Midnight Spectre stood up from her chair.  “All right, now that we’re all here and ready to listen, let’s get to it.  The four of you are going to take down the Super Squad.  I recruited each of you for your particular talents.  So long as you work together, everything will be fine.”
 
   “You mentioned that,” Hitter said.  “What is it you want us to do?”
 
   “It’s simple enough.  Killer Whale, you’re going to recruit some of your friends to assault the oil platform.  The bigger and meaner your friends, the better.  While they deal with that, Neanderthal will tear open the outer hull so you can get inside.  Ion Man, you’ll deal with the speedsters.  Hitter, you get Outcast.  If either of you needs help, Neanderthal can back you up.  Got it?”
 
   “I don’t mean to show you up, boss, but your head count is one short.  What about Apex Girl?” Ion Man asked.
 
   “We don’t have to worry about her.  She’s already been dealt with.”
 
   This elicited looks of shock, even from Neanderthal.  “How’d you manage that?”
 
   “That’s not your concern.  You worry about your phase of the plan.”
 
   “Hold on,” Hitter said.  “This all seems a bit unnecessary.  Why don’t you sneak us into the bloody place?”
 
   “That’s a good point, chief.  With your access, we could walk right in.”
 
   “My access will have been revoked by now.”
 
   “And you don’t have a back-door code?”
 
   “Not one Outcast won’t know about.  She’s probably deactivated them already.  Any other questions?”
 
   “Much as I like the idea of taking down those Velocity Twats, about all I could do right now is throw a rock at them,” Ion Man said.
 
   “Don’t worry, you’ll be able to do much more than that.”
 
   Midnight Spectre led them into an adjoining room.  Ion Man rushed forward like a kid on Christmas morning.  He threw his arms around a pile of equipment—his equipment.  With far more reserve, Hitter knelt down by the duffel bag where he kept most of his weapons.  He began to unload the bag.  The sniper rifle, pistols, blocks of C4, and all the rest were in there.  He took out the garrote to tuck into his pocket.
 
   Ion Man donned the helmet and body armor that gave him a robot-like appearance.  He held out what looked to Hitter like the kind of gun exterminators used to spray for termites.  “It’s all powered up,” Ion Man said with obvious glee.  “God, how I’ve missed this!”
 
   “Be careful where you point that, mate,” Hitter growled.
 
   “Me want weapon,” Neanderthal grumbled.
 
   “I haven’t forgotten about you two.”  Midnight Spectre motioned to a club that was nearly as tall as her and that probably weighed as much as she did.  Propped into another corner were a golden spear and a silver harpoon.  Killer Whale examined these with a connoisseur’s eye.
 
   “These will be acceptable.”  He looked back at Midnight Spectre.  “But I don’t see how this plan of yours will depose my sister.”
 
   “Once we’ve got rid of the Super Squad the rest of the world is going to fall like dominoes—including Pacifica.”
 
   “It had better.”
 
   “We’re going to ship out in eight hours.  That gives all of you some time to go over your equipment and get a little shut-eye.  If you have any problems, I’ll be on the sub.”
 
   Midnight Spectre slunk off.  Hitter watched her go.  There was still something about this whole operation that struck him as wrong.  He couldn’t put his finger on it yet.  With a sigh he hefted the duffel bag.  It would be best to look over his gear in private, so he wouldn’t risk getting vaporized by Ion Man or turned into blood pudding by Neanderthal.
 
   He slung the bag over his shoulder.  He went down the hallway, stopping when he heard a girl sobbing.  He crept towards the sound.  As he did, he heard a girl’s voice say, “Stop it!  Stop crying!  Be a man!”  Each sentence was punctuated with a crack that could only be her slapping herself.
 
   She began to shriek, “I hate you!  You stupid, stupid girl!”
 
   Hitter was not relieved to have his misgivings about Midnight Spectre’s sanity confirmed.  He turned around to hurry back to the radio room.  This whole business was going to go tits-up on them sooner or later.  But there was little he could do out here in the middle of the ocean.  He would have to look for a way to get out of this before the shit hit the fan.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4
 
   Melanie never liked monitor duty; she liked it even less right now.  She should be the one out there searching for Robin.  Except Robin had gone the one place where they couldn’t find her:  underwater.  Melanie had already inventoried the bunker’s vehicles and discovered the submarine missing.  With that and the head start she had on them, Robin could be almost anywhere beneath the surface by now.
 
   They really needed Elise’s help right now, but for three years she had cut herself off from the outside world.  No one had seen her in all that time.  They occasionally received messages from her through her former lover Paul, who had become Pacifican three years ago.  From what Paul said, Elise had no interest in returning to the surface world she blamed for the deaths of her husband and mother.  Melanie didn’t care about any of that; she only wanted to find Robin so they could get to the bottom of this.
 
   In her heart, Melanie knew Robin hadn’t murdered Captain Howe.  He had been her friend, or as close to a friend as Robin allowed herself to have outside of Melanie.  She would never kill him.  It didn’t matter what evidence the police had or that Robin had compounded her apparent guilt by disappearing.  The girl Melanie had spent so many nights with would never do anything like that.
 
   She heard a chime sound.  One of the security cameras brought up an image of Paul standing outside the main entrance.  She buzzed him inside and then waited.  She hadn’t told Allison or Sally about this, but she was sure they wouldn’t mind.  As the de facto Pacifican ambassador to the outside world, Paul was the only one who could help them find Robin at this point.
 
   His body was still dripping with water as he entered the command center.  “Would you like a towel?” she asked.  She hoped he accepted in large part because he wore only a loincloth at the moment.
 
   “I’m fine,” Paul said.  “Unless you’re afraid I’ll fry your equipment.”
 
   “It’s all shielded.”
 
   He sat down on a chair across from her.  Her face warmed as she thought of how close he was, that loincloth the only thing separating her from it.  “So what’s going on?” he asked.
 
   “It’s Robin.  They say she murdered a friend—a police captain.  She’s disappeared in a submarine.  I was hoping—”
 
   “You need someone of noble blood to talk to the fishes,” Paul said. 
 
   “Can’t Elise—”
 
   “I can ask, but she probably won’t do it.”
 
   Melanie nodded.  She had expected that answer.  Elise and Robin had never gotten along; she couldn’t expect Elise to return to help find her old rival.  “I didn’t think so.”  Despite her concern about Paul’s attire, she didn’t mind when he hugged her as she cried.
 
   “It’s all right, sweetie.  I’ll help you however I can.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “You don’t have any idea where she’d have gone?”
 
   “No.  I’ve tried to activate the transponder, but she must have torn it out.  There’s nothing else I can do.  She could be anywhere.”
 
   “She can’t be down there forever.  She’ll have to come up eventually.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   An alarm sounded on the console.  “What’s that?”
 
   “Seismic alarm.  There’s something big in the water nearby.”  Melanie tapped a few buttons on the console.  Her heart sank as she said, “It’s organic.  Probably a whale.”  Paul had helped them to install a fence around the oil platform to keep the sea life away.  If it were a whale, it would get a snootful of electricity if it tried to break through the fence.
 
   Another alert sounded, followed by another and another.  It wasn’t just a whale; it was a whole pod of them!  They weren’t only whales either; there appeared to be squids, sharks, and other creatures as well.  She turned to Paul.  “Do you think Elise is doing this?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  I’d better go and find out.”
 
   “Be careful.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   Once Paul was gone, Melanie punched up the buttons to call the Velocity Gals.  Allison was the closer of them in Madagascar.  “I’ll be there in a couple minutes,” she said.
 
   Melanie hoped so, though she wasn’t sure what the speedsters could do against sea creatures.  As she considered this, another alarm sounded to indicate a hull breach.  Maybe she would need Velocity Kid’s help after all.
 
   *** 
 
   Once again Hitter and Ion Man were stuck in the rubber raft.  Only this time Hitter waited for it to sink at any moment under the weight of Ion Man’s three hundred pounds of armor.  “Don’t you have some rocket boots on there?”
 
   “The boss said we’re supposed to sneak in there, remember?”
 
   “It’ll be hard to sneak in anywhere when you’re at the bottom of the ocean.”
 
   “Maybe for you.  This thing is watertight.”  He rapped one gauntleted hand on his metal chest.  
 
   Hitter rolled his eyes and then stabbed his oar into the water.  The converted oil platform loomed ahead of them.  At the moment it was besieged by various aquatic creatures:  whales, sharks, and squid among others.  So far none had actually reached the platform, but from what Midnight Spectre had said they were just a distraction.
 
   Their real ticket in clung to a great white shark behind them.  The shark had actually tried to take a bite out of Neanderthal, but a couple of good smacks to its nose had taught it a valuable lesson.  If the shark were lucky it would escape before Neanderthal decided to break it in half.
 
   “We’re over the fence now,” Ion Man said.  Those fancy gadgets inside his helmet could pick up the power readings from the underwater fence that surrounded the platform.  Hitter waited for a surge of electricity to fry them, but nothing happened.  
 
   Ion Man picked up a cube wrapped in green cellophane.  He pulled a cord and then tossed the cube behind him.  It began to inflate into a second raft.  As soon as the raft’s transformation was complete, Ion Man shouted, “Hop on, big stuff!”
 
   Neanderthal growled but then jumped onto the raft.  He gave the shark a swift kick to the side before it could think of trying to take another bite of him.  Hitter was relieved to watch the shark’s fin fade away from them.
 
   So far Midnight Spectre’s plan was working.  The sea creatures had anyone inside occupied while Hitter, Ion Man, and Neanderthal floated past the security fence on their rafts.  He still couldn’t help but wait for the proverbial hammer to drop on them.  As he’d seen often enough in his time, a job that started out smoothly meant something would go terribly wrong later.
 
   Still nothing had gone wrong as they reached the side of the platform.  Hitter and Ion Man let Neanderthal go first up the ladder that ran along the side of the platform.  Hitter was content to bring up the rear; let the other two get vaporized by any of the booby-traps protecting the place.
 
   Neanderthal stepped onto a narrow ledge and then set to work on tearing a large panel of metal away from the platform’s hull.  Even with his size and strength it took a considerable amount of effort, until Hitter thought the veins in the caveman’s arms and neck might burst.  The panel couldn’t hold out forever; it finally tore away with a shriek.
 
   The caveman darted inside.  “Hold on, chief,” Ion Man shouted.  “We got to stick to the plan.”
 
   “No care about plan!  Want to bash!”
 
   Before Ion Man could say anything else, Hitter put a hand on his shoulder.  “Let him go.  It’ll be a good distraction, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Then Hitter took his 9mm from the duffel bag and screwed on the silencer.  The sniper rifle wouldn’t be much good in these tight quarters.  The garrote he still had in his pocket if he needed it.  The thought of wringing that little girl’s neck did have some appeal.  First he had to find her.
 
   The most likely spot would be the control room.  Midnight Spectre had given them a map of the place.  Ion Man had it in that helmet of his.  Hitter had to rely on his good old-fashioned noggin.
 
   That noggin also told him to duck a millisecond before a shuriken would have torn open his throat.  The brat he’d been recruited to terminate stood in a doorway, dressed in a gray hooded MIT sweatshirt and pink sweatpants instead of her usual tight black catsuit.  She had hastily put her black mask on to cover part of her face.
 
   “Backup is on the way,” the girl said.  “You three should get lost now before you end up in the brig.”
 
   “I’ve got plenty of time for you, love,” he said.  He aimed the pistol not at her but the door panel to her right.  Sparks flew as the bullet tore through the panel.
 
   A second later she did as he anticipated by diving through the door.  Thanks to his bullet, the door didn’t close behind her.  Before he could go after her, he found himself tripping forward.  The gun flew from his hand, a bullet harmlessly burying itself into the ceiling.
 
   Another girl stood over him, this one even younger and dressed in a tight silver-and-pink bodysuit, her platinum hair childishly tied into pigtails with white ribbons.  This was the sidekick, the one they called Velocity Kid.  Her punches didn’t hurt much, but there were enough of them in rapid sequence to put him on his back.
 
   Before she could make a smart quip, the wall to her left exploded.  Neanderthal roared as he foolishly charged the girl.  His primitive brain couldn’t grasp that she could move at nearly the speed of light and thus would not be there by the time he reached her.
 
   It made no difference to Hitter.  The brute had distracted Velocity Kid, which paved the way for him to continue his job.  He snatched his gun from off the floor and then ran into the control room.
 
   He was already ducking again before the Outcast could kick him in the face.  As her leg went over, he spun her down to the ground.  She landed with a whimper that brought a smile to his face.  “Looks like you’re in a fine mess now, love.”  He pressed the gun to her forehead.  “Any last requests?”
 
   He knew he shouldn’t give her so much time, but he savored the fear in her eyes.  While he might have made a truce with Midnight Spectre, it would still feel good to kill her partner.  He only wished he had more time to enjoy it.
 
   Time ran out as he heard an aerosol hiss.  His vision clouded and pain ripped through him.  “You little bitch!” he shouted.  He pulled the trigger even though he knew she was already gone.
 
   The gun flew from his hand; with his eyes still watering he couldn’t be sure where it landed.  A kick to the midsection doubled him over.  He spat a wad of blood onto the floor.  Another kick put him down on his back.
 
   His eyes cleared enough that he could see the girl standing over him.  She held another shuriken in one hand.  “This one is tipped with enough poison to put you in a coma for a week,” she said.  “Unless you want to come quietly.”
 
   Before Hitter could answer, a window in the control room exploded.  He thought it would be Neanderthal again; this time it was Killer Whale riding to his rescue.  He held a blood-tipped spear in one hand and a blood-tipped harpoon in the other.  The Outcast threw her shuriken, but she aimed it too quickly; it went over Killer Whale’s head to embed itself in the wall.
 
   It didn’t matter as she’d only thrown it as a distraction.  Before Hitter could get to his feet, the girl had dashed across the room, into an airlock.  There was a red light followed by an alarm klaxon.  A few seconds later he heard the rumble of a rocket engine.  Hitter knew the girl had escaped, but he checked the airlock anyway.
 
   “Damn it all,” he muttered.
 
   *** 
 
   Like Hitter, Ion Man hadn’t seen why they needed to bring Neanderthal along.  The caveman had been a liability pretty much this whole time.  Even ripping open the hull of the oil platform could have been done with a couple of well-placed charges.
 
   He began to see the wisdom of bringing him along once the Velocity Gals showed up on the scene.  The older one in blue—the actual Velocity Gal—had appeared seemingly from nowhere to kick Ion Man to the floor.  Rolling over was a tricky process in three hundred pounds of Kevlar-titanium composite armor; she was able to give him a couple more kicks before he could manage it.
 
   His suit protected him from any real damage.  If she kept it up, all she’d get was a busted foot.  She had something else in mind.  The woman grabbed a piece of torn metal from the hull.  The metal disappeared in her hand only to reappear in Ion Man’s right shoulder.  He screamed and shouted, “What the hell was that?”
 
   “You’ll get a few more of those if you don’t take off that armor and go down to the brig,” she said.  In other circumstances he would have loved to go down to a secluded room with a blond woman who had the shape of a Barbie doll and was even more stacked.  Right now he had a job to do.
 
   He fired off a couple of flares on his left gauntlet to distract her.  When she moved, he fired the ion blaster in his right hand.  He missed.  She came back around to kick the piece of metal in his shoulder, driving it in deeper.  “Holy shit!” he shouted through clenched teeth.
 
   Then Neanderthal saved his sorry butt by hurling a support beam at where Velocity Gal had been.  She was of course much too fast and too smart to let it hit her.  Ion Man was a bit more sluggish in rolling away before he could be crushed.
 
   The Velocity Gals came after the caveman, raining down a series of blows Ion Man could barely see.  Neanderthal might have the mental capacity of a golden retriever, but he wasn’t completely stupid.  He windmilled his arms, hoping to hit one or both of the girls attacking him.
 
   While Neanderthal handled the Velocity Gals, Ion Man took a moment to make an adjustment to his targeting computer.  He couldn’t get an accurate measure of how fast the girls could move, so he had to ballpark it.  He would need to give his sights a little lead time to make up for the difference.
 
   By the time he’d finished his calculations, the Velocity Gals had Neanderthal tied up with a fire hose.  Ion Man doubted that would hold the caveman for long.  As the girls continued to work, he let his newly programmed sights fix on them.  When the sight turned red, he fired.
 
   The blast missed to the right of Velocity Kid, not even singeing one of her pigtails.  He swore to himself as he tried to make an adjustment.  The Velocity Gals turned to him.  As they raced towards him at superspeed, he fired.
 
   This time the computation got it right.  A ball of blue energy hit Velocity Gal squarely between those luscious melons of hers.  Her body crackled with lightning that quickly spread to her sidekick.  There was a flash of light that overloaded every sensor in Ion Man’s helmet.
 
   He took off the helmet to find himself alone with Neanderthal.  The Velocity Gals had vanished.  “Well, that was some fancy shooting,” he said to himself.
 
   *** 
 
   Killer Whale did not find his part of the operation to be much of a challenge so far.  He only had to tread water near the platform and direct the creatures he had recruited to hurl themselves futilely at the fence.  He supposed in time they might succeed in breaking through, if the shock didn’t kill them first.
 
   Throughout this, he waited for some sign of his sister or members of her guard.  While in prison he had heard what little there was about his sister.  She had declared herself Queen Neptune and taken control of Pacifica after dispatching an impostor Lord Neptune.  Little else was known because she refused to go up to the surface.
 
   If she wouldn’t go to the surface or help her former friends on the oil platform, then Killer Whale would have to go to her.  As soon as his business here was finished, he would have to swim down there to begin assessing the situation.  He didn’t imagine it would be difficult to find enough disaffected Pacificans to raise an army to oppose the “queen.”
 
   Just the thought of the word made Killer Whale’s fists clench.  Pacifica had always been ruled by a king.  That was the way it should be.  No woman was strong enough to rule the oceans.  In her former guise as a commoner, his sister had bested him, but that was only because she held the royal trident.  Without it she was as weak as a sea urchin.
 
   A ripple of thought from one of the sharks snapped him out of his reverie.  Someone was in the water nearby.  A Pacifican.  Killer Whale tightened his grip on the spear and harpoon and smiled.  At last, something for him to do.
 
   He dove underwater, using the shark’s senses to guide him.  As he closed in, he saw a Pacifican man dressed in the traditional style of only a loincloth.  What was unusual was that the man’s face was clean-shaven.  With no shaving cream or safety razors, shaving in Pacifica was a painful proposition, thus Pacifican men didn’t bother with it.
 
   He was a little surprised to find out the man already knew him.  “Give it up, Killer Whale.  The Super Squad will be here soon to take care of you.”
 
   “Who are you?  One of my sister’s minions?”
 
   “I’m her friend.  As a friend I’m warning you that if she finds you before the Super Squad does, your head is going to end up on a pike at the front gates.”
 
   “That weak-willed fool wouldn’t dare.”
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   “Enough.”  Killer Whale swam forward.  He elected to use the harpoon first.  The man avoided that, but left himself open for the spear to lance through his right arm.  The man cried out in pain.  It was clear he was not a warrior.  “She should not have sent one of her scullery maids to fight me.”
 
   “She didn’t.”  The man yanked the harpoon out of his arm.  He brought it around to deflect the spear before Killer Whale could run him through.  They parried and thrust with their weapons for a few minutes, neither gaining the advantage.  Perhaps he was more of a warrior than his initial appearance suggested.
 
   “We don’t have to fight,” Killer Whale said.  “My sister’s reign is nearing its end.  Join with me and it will be over that much faster.”
 
   “I’d never help you kill Elise.”  The man whirled the harpoon around faster.  This provided an opening for Killer Whale to stick him in the right shoulder with the spear.  As Killer Whale yanked the spear free, he saw the man’s eyes close.  
 
   “Finish with him,” he commanded the sharks.  They would be more than happy for a free meal.
 
   His weapons still coated with blood, Killer Whale surfaced.  He climbed up the side of the platform and then dropped through a window to find a young girl standing over the assassin, a weapon in her hand.  Though he had no interest in saving the assassin, he did have an interest in killing a member of the Super Squad, no matter how puny she might be.  
 
   Before he could harpoon her through the throat, she turned and hurled her weapon at him.  He easily stepped aside.  He was disappointed to see the coward had already taken off.  Before Killer Whale or the assassin could reach her, the girl had escaped.
 
   The scientist and the caveman joined them in the room.  “Looks like you guys had a fun little party,” the scientist quipped.  “Where’s the body?”
 
   “The girl escaped,” Killer Whale said.
 
   “So Big Bad Assassin couldn’t kill one little girl?”
 
   “Shut up,” the assassin snapped.  “I’ll catch up to her.  She couldn’t have got too far.”
 
   “Yeah, well, meanwhile me and big stuff bagged our targets.”
 
   “Then where are they?”
 
   The scientist shrugged.  “They disappeared.  Vaporized.  Guess it saves on funeral costs.”
 
   “What do we do now?” Killer Whale asked.  His question was answered by a shrill alarm.  The room became bathed in red light.
 
   “What the bloody hell is that?  Self-destruct?”
 
   The scientist hurried over to one of the computers.  “No.  There’s something going on downstairs.  Power readings are off the scales but it’s not the generators.”  Killer Whale could only watch the scientist furiously tap at keys.  “Oh shit.  That bitch double-crossed us.”
 
   “What do you mean?” the assassin asked.
 
   “Midnight Spectre.  She didn’t come here to kill the Super Squad.  She came here for that weird ray gun of Dr. Roboto’s.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   “The instant sex change one.”  The scientist pounded the keyboard with one hand.  “She’s locked me out.  We’d better get out of here—”
 
   It was too late.  The room flooded with pink light.  Killer Whale dropped to his knees, as did the others.  He had been punched, stabbed, and burned, but his body had never felt such pain before.  Before he finally passed out, he heard women screaming all around him.
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Chapter 5
 
   When Starla woke up, she hoped it had all been a terrible nightmare.  She tried to feel next to her for Billy, but found she couldn’t move her hands.  She groaned as she strained to break whatever held her in place; after a minute of that she gave up, panting from the effort.  She tried her legs with similar results.
 
   A dim red light came on to reveal thick chains around her limbs.  What were they made of that she couldn’t break them?  She flailed around some more to no avail.  As she did, she noticed how thin her arms and legs had become.  That could only mean one thing:  she was a normal woman again.
 
   “The powers given to you by Earth’s sun won’t work here,” a voice said.
 
   “Who are you?  What do you want?”
 
   An alien, its blue skin looking dark purple in the red light, looked down on her with its three eyes.  “I am Commander Sulfam.  I will be prosecuting your case.”
 
   “Prosecuting?  I didn’t do anything to you.  I never even met you before.”
 
   “That doesn’t matter.  Your crimes are well-known throughout the galaxy.  Soon you will get the punishment you deserve.”  Sulfam’s pincers clacked together.  “Of course, if you confess, it will go much easier for you.”
 
   “Confess?  I don’t even know what I’d be confessing to!”
 
   “Genocide.  A list of planets too numerous for me to name right now.”
 
   “What?  I’ve never destroyed any planets!”
 
   “I never said you destroyed any planets.  Only their people.”
 
   “This doesn’t make any sense.  You can’t keep me here on these trumped-up charges.  I want a lawyer!”
 
   “Your counsel is already here.”  Sulfam motioned to the other alien who had abducted Starla, the purple-skinned one.  “Lieutenant Kila, advise your client to start cooperating.”
 
   Kila put a hand on Starla’s shoulder.  “Your confusion is understandable, Gor-Bul.  The charges Sulfam speaks of were not committed by you.  They were committed by the people of Kor-Gan.  In particular a Kal-Bul.”
 
   “My father?  That’s impossible.  He would never kill anyone.  He saved me.”
 
   “Perhaps, but there is much evidence to support that he destroyed numerous races throughout the galaxy.  Under Galactic Peacekeeper Code 156.9 any surviving heirs are to stand trial in his place.”
 
   “Wait, aren’t you supposed to be defending me?”
 
   “I am your cousel.  My counsel is to confess to your father’s crimes.  The Elders will go easier on you then.”
 
   “Meaning what?”
 
   Sulfam answered, “Meaning life in a labor camp instead of death.  It’s your choice.”
 
   “This is absurd.  My father didn’t do anything!  If you take me back to Earth, we can get the records from the computer—”
 
   “That is not possible.  If we take you to Earth you’ll regain your powers and try to escape.”
 
   “I won’t.  I want to clear my father’s name.  I know he would never do such things.”  Even as she said this, Starla felt a flicker of doubt.  She didn’t really know that.  She had only known her father as a hologram, an algorithm compiled by the Crystal Lair’s computer based on records of her father.  She had never really known the actual person.  Could he have committed such atrocities?  
 
   “If you will be so kind, Commander Sulfam, I would like a private word with the defendant.”
 
   “Of course.”  Sulfam nodded to them before he left the room.
 
   After he had gone, Kila bent down to unlock the chains.  “These will no longer be necessary.”
 
   The chains slid off Starla to land on the floor with a clank.  This left her completely naked.  Despite where she was, Starla’s first impulse was still to cover her privates with her hands.  “Can I get some clothes?  I don’t want to run around here naked.”
 
   “I will have some brought to you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I must apologize for the rough way in which you were taken.  It is not our usual procedure.  Commander Sulfam thought given your powers that surprise would be the best option.”
 
   “What about my husband?  What did you do with him?”
 
   “Your husband?”
 
   “The man who was in bed with me.  Did you take him too?”
 
   “No.  He remains on Earth.”
 
   “Are you going to do anything to the people of Earth?”
 
   “The Elders have no interest in such a primitive planet.”
 
   “Thanks, I guess.  So what’s going to happen to me?”
 
   “You will be taken to the Elders.  They will decide your fate.”
 
   “And you’re going to defend me?”
 
   “Your guilt is already a matter of record.  The trial is only to verify the facts to determine your sentence.”
 
   “You mean I’m already guilty?  What kind of system is this?”
 
   “It is the system that has existed since your ancestors were painting on caves.”
 
   “You have to understand, my people didn’t kill anyone.  I know they didn’t.  They were peaceful.”
 
   “So peaceful they annihilated themselves.”
 
   “They did end up destroying themselves, but they didn’t wipe out any other planets.  You have to believe me.”
 
   “There is no proof to back your assertions.”
 
   “Then get some!  There have to be records somewhere—”
 
   “We have already located all pertinent records.”
 
   “Then can I read them?  Please, I want to understand what’s going on here.”
 
   “I will ask the Elders if that will be acceptable.”
 
   “Ask the Elders?  But you’re my counsel.  Shouldn’t you be giving me everything we need for a defense?”
 
   “I have already told you, the trial is not to determine your guilt or innocence.”
 
   “But I am innocent!  I’ve hardly been out of the solar system.”  Starla brushed tears from her eyes.  “I’m just as primitive as everyone else on Earth.”
 
   “As I’ve told you, this matter concerns your father.”
 
   Starla’s fists clenched.  She badly wanted to hit the alien, but in her present state it would only break her hand.  “Leave me alone, please.”
 
   “Very well.  I will have someone bring you clothing and nutrients.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Starla’s tears turned to sobs after Kila left.  This was a nightmare!  Marooned in alien space with no powers, facing either death or life in prison, and she had no way to call for help.  She doubted they’d even let her send a farewell message to Billy.  What could she tell him in any case?
 
   She furiously wiped at her tears.  She couldn’t let it end like this.  Even without her powers she had to find a way out of here.  She hopped off the bed they’d held her on and began to explore the cell.  As she felt along the walls for a weakness to exploit, she tripped a switch.  She hoped it would reveal an escape tunnel like in a story, but it didn’t.  
 
   Instead, a panel slid back to allow her to see where she was.  Above she saw a purple sky mottled with orange clouds.  All around her were buildings that appeared to be carved from black crystal, into shapes no human architect could ever dream up:  fans, spirals, and even a reverse teardrop.  Purple bubbles flitted through the sky, each holding an alien of some kind.
 
   “We’re not in Kansas anymore.”
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie hugged herself in the escape pod, trying to keep her wits about her.  She had failed miserably.  She had let the villains breach the oil platform’s defenses and then let them overrun the place.  To make it worse, she had abandoned Sally and Allison.
 
   When the pod came to a stop, she whimpered.  Killer Whale must have come after her.  Melanie searched her pockets, but she didn’t have any weapons.  She had been so careless she hadn’t been wearing her uniform with its utility belt full of helpful equipment.  She looked around the escape pod, but found only a flare gun.  She clutched it tightly in her hands as the pod began to rise.
 
   The pod surfaced after a couple of minutes; Melanie was thrown from her seat to the floor.  She waited on her knees for Killer Whale to tear the pod open, or he might have that beast Neanderthal do it for him.  Well, she wouldn’t go down without a fight, not this time.
 
   There was a flash of gold light that momentarily blinded Melanie.  When her vision cleared, she saw the face of a woman with wavy dark red hair, a gold crown nestled amongst it.  The woman’s deathly pale skin reddened a little.  “Melanie?  Are you all right?”
 
   “I’m fine,” Melanie said.  She put the flare gun down.  “I’m not sure about Sally and Allison.  And Paul—”
 
   “Paul’s here.  He’s the one who called for help.  Stand back and we’ll get you out of there.”
 
   Melanie pressed herself as tightly against the far wall of the escape pod as she could.  Elise used her golden trident to shred the metal of the pod enough to make a hole big enough for Melanie to slip through.  She slid out of the hole to splash into the cool water of the Pacific.
 
   She let out a sigh of relief to see Paul there, along with a half-dozen of Elise’s royal guard.  He had seaweed wrapped around his right arm and shoulder, the Pacifican idea of a bandage.  “Are you all right?” she asked.
 
   “A little woozy, but I’ll be fine,” he said. “What about Sally and Allison?”
 
   “I don’t—” she stopped herself as a scream escaped her lips.  Like a scene out of Jaws, a great white shark was heading straight for her.  It had to be one of the creatures Killer Whale had used to attack the platform.
 
   The shark skimmed by her without taking a bite out of her.  It went up to Elise, practically nuzzling her like a dog.  “It’s under my control now,” Elise said.  “The link to Killer Whale has been severed.”
 
   “That’s good.”
 
   “Take hold of his fin.  He’ll swim you up to the platform.  Then we will reclaim it.”
 
   Melanie said nothing to this.  She reluctantly grabbed the shark’s fin.  “It’s all right,” Paul said to her.  “Elise won’t let it hurt you.”
 
   “I know.”  She was still glad when Paul swam next to her.  While Melanie had been part of the Super Squad for over three years, it was still hard sometimes to accept things like someone who could make a great white shark do her bidding.  
 
   Elise led the way up to the platform.  From the smoke rising from the converted oil platform, Melanie knew something bad had happened after she left.  The villains had probably trashed the place to make sure no one in the Super Squad could use it.  Without Robin and Holloway Corp’s money, Melanie didn’t know how they would rebuild it.  That was if there was anyone left to rebuild it.  If something had happened to the Velocity Gals it would just be Melanie, Elise, and Starla left.  And Elise had sworn not to help the surface world anymore; she was only here because of Killer Whale.
 
   Elise went up the ladder first, followed by her guard.  Melanie and Paul brought up the rear.  The latter insisted he could climb up without help, but Melanie stayed close in case he started to slip.  “Maybe you should stay down there,” Melanie said.
 
   “I can make it,” Paul said.  He looked up the ladder.  “Someone has to keep her from killing him.”
 
   “You mean Killer Whale?  You think she would do that?”
 
   “Without hesitation.  You don’t know what it’s like down there.  Any moment there could be a coup attempt.”
 
   “I didn’t realize it was that bad.”
 
   “She doesn’t like to spread that around.  It’s been rough on her.  She’s so different anymore, so much harder than she ever was, even as a man.”
 
   “I guess that makes sense after what happened with her husband and mom.”  Melanie thought of Robin, how the death of her parents had hardened her into a dedicated vigilante.  Maybe that pain had finally caused her to snap and kill Captain Howe.  She still didn’t want to believe that, but she had to admit it was possible.
 
   The ladder led them through an airlock and then into a hallway.  Elise and her guards had already spread out in combat formation to search for the villains.  Melanie ran a hand along the wall, noting the scorch marks from blown power relays.  Had they overloaded the generators?
 
   There was no one in the hallways.  No sign of the villains or the Velocity Gals.  Melanie shivered, feeling as if she were in a haunted house.  She pressed closer to Paul, but she really yearned for Robin.  No matter the situation, she always felt safer with Robin at her side because Midnight Spectre always had a plan to get them out of trouble.
 
   “In here,” Elise called out.
 
   Melanie followed the guards into the control room.  She gasped, both hands going to her mouth.  On the floor of the control room were four young women, two of them adults and two in their late teens.  She bent down beside a teenage girl clad in a gray suit many sizes too big for her.  She brushed long brown hair away from the girl’s face.  In the girl’s face she recognized the man who had nearly killed her.
 
   The other three on the floor must have been the assassin’s comrades.  Elise knelt beside a girl who looked almost as she had when she first became a woman, the only difference being the girl’s hair was a bit more golden than Elise’s had been.  The girl wore Killer Whale’s black-and-white bodysuit, the garment tight on her chest and hips while loose everywhere else.
 
   There was only one conclusion to draw:  someone had used the alien weapon that had turned the Super Squad—including Melanie—into girls four years ago.  But who?  Allison and Sally could have, in which case they could be here as much-younger versions of themselves.
 
   The lights in the room flickered a few times before the emergency lights finally stayed on.  The platform’s backup systems had come back online.  Melanie hurried over to the main computer.  A raven-haired teenager clad in Ion Man’s armor was slumped over the station.  Melanie shoved her aside to access the system.
 
   Her body turned cold as she studied the system logs.  “Oh no.”
 
   “What is it?” Paul asked.
 
   “It’s worse than I thought.  They didn’t just use the weapon on the villains.  They redirected it via satellites in space.”
 
   “Meaning what?” Elise snapped.
 
   “Meaning the whole world is like this.”  What she didn’t tell them was those satellites had all been owned by Holloway Corporation and that according to the security logs Midnight Spectre had activated the system.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6
 
   Billy rolled over in bed and felt around where Starla should be only to find an empty space on the mattress.  He opened his eyes to make sure she wasn’t there.  She must have gotten up to use the bathroom or perhaps to tell her robots to make them breakfast. 
 
   His stomach rumbled at this thought.  He and Starla had worked off a lot of calories last night.  By the end of the week they’d probably both look anorexic.  This thought brought a smile to his face.  He couldn’t think of anything better than a whole week with Starla, no worries about work—either of her jobs—unless there was a catastrophe that required Apex Girl.
 
   He rolled over to the other side of the bed and then got to his feet.  Once he did, his boxer shorts slid down to pool at his feet.  He hadn’t lost that much weight overnight, had he?  He bent down to pull them up, keeping the waistband in one hand as he toddled towards what he hoped was the bathroom.
 
   He tapped on the door.  “Starla?” he called out, but something was wrong with his voice.  It didn’t sound like him anymore.  If anything it sounded like his mom’s voice.  Getting no answer, he opened the door.
 
   A light came on.  As soon as it did, Billy screamed.  “Oh my God!”
 
   In the mirror he saw a half-naked young woman.  She brushed aside tresses of light brown hair to reveal a pair of breasts almost the size of Starla’s.  She pinched her left nipple and winced.  That confirmed this wasn’t a dream—she was a woman!
 
   “Oh no,” she whispered.  She backed against the wall and took a handful of her long hair as she tried to think back to last night.  She remembered a weird dream where a pair of aliens stood over the bed.  One had been blue and crablike while the other had been purple and elflike.  The purple one had put a hand to Billy’s head before he could say anything.  
 
   That had been it.  But maybe it had been real.  Maybe aliens really had been in their bedroom and maybe they’d used a ray gun like the Tinker had made for Major Dalton three years ago.  He knew what such a weapon would do to Starla, it would make her into the puny, rail-thin girl Dr. Roboto had paraded on live TV, giving her the name Anorexic Girl.
 
   It would be easy enough then for the aliens to take Starla, or even to kill her.  Billy put a hand to her lips, her boxer shorts dropping to the floor again.  She forgot about those as she ran from the bathroom.  
 
   “Starla?  Are you here?” she called out.  She didn’t get an answer.
 
   Billy found the ladder that went down to the first floor of the Crystal Lair.  She almost broke her neck when her feet missed the first rung.  She had shrunk several inches in becoming a woman, but her brain hadn’t caught up yet.  She concentrated as she took the next step.
 
   At the bottom of the ladder she hoped to find Starla, but she wasn’t there.  She did see one of those robots who maintained the place.  Billy waved a slim hand over the robot’s eye.  It gave no reaction.  “Hey, wake up!  Gor-Bul needs your help.”
 
   “Voice input not recognized,” the robot said.  Its red eye scanned her.  “Intruder alert!”
 
   “Oh crap.”
 
   She ducked just before the robot’s left arm would have taken her head off.  Billy scampered away, back to the ladder.  She had reached the halfway point when she felt something warm tickle her feet.  Billy turned to see the robot nearly level to her thanks to a pair of tiny rocket engines.  “Crap!”
 
   She didn’t have time for anything fancy; she slid down the ladder like it was a fireman’s pole.  Before she hit the bottom, she threw herself to the ground.  Her unfamiliar feet stumbled, but she managed to roll back into a squatting position.
 
   She saw the orange chair Starla had used to conjure the hologram of her father.  Maybe that could help her call off the robots.  Billy hurried over to the chair and sat down.  She felt a tingle of electricity run through her.  Hair lashed across her face as she turned quickly to the right to see the robot adjusting its course to resume its pursuit.  
 
   “Greeings, my son,” Starla’s father said.
 
   Billy turned to the hologram, which apparently couldn’t see her at the moment.  “Help me!  Turn off these robots!”
 
   The hologram only stared at her.  The robot had reached the first level again.  Two other robots were joining it as well.  “Hurry!”
 
   “Voice input not recognized.  Please use manual input,” her father said.
 
   A keyboard appeared in the air.  The only problem was the keyboard’s characters were alien ones—Starla’s native language.  Billy closed her eyes, trying to remember her home row from typing class in junior high.  She tapped at the keys, hoping she was telling the computer to turn off the robots.
 
   The robots were within ten inches of her.  Billy pressed her face against her new breasts to protect herself from a punch.  None came.  Billy looked up to see the robots all sag forward.  “That was close,” she mumbled.
 
   “Security systems deactivated,” Starla’s father said.  “Is there anything else I can do, my son?”
 
   “Where is Starla?” Billy typed.
 
   “I do not detect her presence inside the Crystal Lair or within range of the security sensors.”
 
   “Are there any other heat signatures nearby?” Billy asked.  It was possible the sensors might not recognize Starla if she’d been turned into Anorexic Girl or something else.
 
   “There are two polar bears five kilometers away.”
 
   Billy doubted the aliens had turned Starla into a polar bear.  At least she hoped not.  She shivered and remembered she wasn’t wearing any clothes at the moment.  This in turn prompted her to wonder how she’d get out of here now that Starla was gone.  “Contact Midnight Spectre,” she typed.
 
   There was a lengthy pause.  “There is no response.”
 
   “Crap,” Billy muttered.  “Try the Super Squad’s headquarters.”
 
   Another lengthy pause.  “No response.”
 
   “Shit!” she shouted.  Her tiny voice bounced around the Crystal Lair for at least thirty seconds, causing her cheeks to warm.  “OK, send out a general distress call.”
 
   “No response.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” she shouted before she remembered the computer couldn’t understand her.  She typed in, “How is that possible?”
 
   “All emergency bands are over capacity.”
 
   “What is going on?”
 
   The image of Starla’s father disappeared to show her scenes straight out of Armageddon.  Whole cities were in flames while people—all women and girls—ran screaming through the streets.  “Oh my God.”
 
   Billy decided that for the moment the Crystal Lair was probably much safer than anywhere else on Earth.
 
   *** 
 
   Kate King ordinarily didn’t like fluff pieces.  Stories of lost kittens being reunited with their owners or spelling bee champions or beauty pageants were better reserved for PTA newsletters than a real newspaper.  Of the fluff, weddings were pretty high on her list of articles to avoid.
 
   This fluff piece was special.  Her two best friends in the world had gotten married:  Billy Leyton and Starla Marsh.  That was a fluff piece worthy of her talents, especially since she had been the maid of honor.
 
   As she’d stood at the altar, Kate had barely held back tears.  It should have been her and Stan up there.  Except she hadn’t realized her true feelings for Stan until he had disappeared.  When he had come back three years ago, she’d found out he was an impostor.  The impostor had put her into a coma for over a week.
 
   When she emerged from the coma, Kate had felt different.  Coming so close to death, she realized how much of her life she had wasted by putting her job above everything else.  She had neglected her feelings for Stan so long it had been too late to act on them.
 
   So she had made a pact with herself to start paying more attention to her friends.  That began with Billy and Starla.  The latter had disappeared for over a month.  When she came back, she was different.  There was the short haircut, the freckles, and the cat’s eye glasses, but more than that was her attitude.  She and Billy barely left each other’s side for weeks.  Even without her reporting acumen, Kate knew they were in love.  She didn’t know what had brought that about, but she decided she would support the two crazy kids however she could.
 
   They were both so young that Kate often felt like their mother.  She had never felt more like a proud parent than when she’d watched Starla glide down the aisle in her white dress.  Kate had to resist the urge to wrap her friend in a hug to see her so beautiful and happy.
 
   Kate stared at the screen, trying to put these conflicting thoughts into the right words.  She didn’t want to make the whole thing about herself.  She wanted to focus on Starla and Billy.  They were the star attraction, not her.
 
   As she considered this, the lights in the newsroom flickered and then went out.  Before Kate could ask what was going on, a pink light swept through the newsroom.  This light was closely followed by pain that ran through Kate’s entire body.  She fell off her chair to lie on the floor, her eyes pressed tightly shut.  Around her she heard other screams, all of them the higher-pitched cries of women.
 
   Kate never passed out, but for a few minutes—she couldn’t be sure how many—she lay on the floor, someplace between sleep and wakefulness.  When she finally felt strong enough to get to her feet, it took a great deal of effort to sit up.  Once she had reached a sitting position, she felt something heavy press down on her thighs.
 
   She put a hand to her mouth in time to keep from screaming.  Most of the mass from her breasts had migrated down to her stomach; a naked potbelly pushed beneath the hem of her top to rest on her thighs.  “Oh God,” she said, her voice sounding higher, not marred by years of smoking as a cub reporter.
 
   She flailed around to find her purse on her desk.  Inside she found her compact.  She flipped it open and then nearly screamed again.  Staring back at her was a round, pudgy face dotted with angry red zits and framed by straight brown hair.  This had been what she looked like when she first became a reporter in eighth grade.  Back then she had been a shy, lonely nerd in desperate need of an extracurricular activity so she could get into a good college.  Reporting had been far down her list, but since she couldn’t play sports, sing, play an instrument, or act she didn’t have many other options.
 
   What had happened to her?  She ran a hand through her greasy hair and wondered if this were a dream.  Maybe she’d had a relapse of her coma.  Or she might have hit the edge of her desk and given herself a concussion.  
 
   A woman’s scream snapped her out of these thoughts.  It had come from Larry Black’s office.  Kate pushed herself to her feet and then waddled as fast as she could to the office.  “Oh God,” she said again.
 
   In the office was a pretty woman in her thirties with wavy chestnut hair down to the middle of her back.  Men’s pants were pooled around her ankles while a white shirt and tie went down to her knees like a nightgown.  “Larry?”
 
   “Who the hell are you?”
 
   “It’s me, Kate.”
 
   Larry held out a tress of hair and then stared down at her breasts.  “What happened to me?”
 
   “It must be that alien weapon, the one used on the Super Squad four years ago.  Someone’s used it on us.”
 
   “Holy shit.”  Larry collapsed onto her chair.  “Who did this?”
 
   Before Kate could say anything, the entire building rumbled.  Kate ran over to the window in time to watch an out-of-control airliner streak down Oppenheimer Avenue, its wings shearing off as it went.  Kate dropped to the floor before the final explosion rattled the building.
 
   As befitted a fifteen-year-old girl, she began to sob as she thought of the hundreds of people who had just died.  Who could have done this:  Rad Geiger, Clownface, Ion Man, or maybe one of the run-of-the-mill terrorist groups like al-Qaeda?
 
   She wiped furiously at her eyes and then got to her feet.  She was going to find out.  “Where are you going?” Larry asked.
 
   “This is the biggest story of the century.  I’m not going to miss it,” Kate shouted back.  She stuffed a notepad and pen into her purse and then hurried towards the stairs to break the biggest story of her career.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin Holloway sat up in bed.  She recognized the room she was in; she had seen it often enough, only from outside.  The clinically white walls stuffed with rubber padding were a dead giveaway in any case:  she was in Ledbetter Asylum. 
 
   Had she finally snapped as Elise, Captain Howe, and numerous wags in the newspapers had predicted many times?  She ran a hand through hair that was much longer than she remembered, down practically to her waist.  How long had she been in here?
 
   A girlish squeal escaped her lips when she looked down to see her chest was completely flat and her white nightgown about five sizes too big for her.  Her tongue flicked around to find her front teeth missing.  She was a child again, probably seven years old at most.
 
   She tried not to freak out.  She had gone through extensive mental training to survive all manner of psychological distress.  That had kept her from going nuts when she had become a girl and later when Dr. Roboto tried to hypnotize her.  If her mental conditioning were that good, then how had she ended up in an asylum?
 
   She closed her eyes and tried to think back.  She had come here for her bi-weekly appointment with Dr. Hanover.  The session had gone about the same as always, a mental battle of wills between her and her therapist.  Despite her best efforts, Robin always surrendered a few key pieces to the doctor.
 
   After the session she went down to visit Jane Doe, also known as the other Robin Holloway.  This was the impostor who had been a man until Major Dalton inadvertently turned him into a teenage girl, as had happened to Robin.  The impostor was about a year younger than Robin but far less stable.  She spent most of her time huddled in a corner, mumbling to herself and sometimes clawing at her breasts as if she could tear them off.
 
   But for this last visit, something was different.  The impostor sat on her bed, far more alert and focused than before.  When Robin opened the slot near the top of the door to look inside, the other her sat up.  She smiled at Robin and said, “Hello, sister.”
 
   “We’re not sisters.  You’re my clone.  Remember?”
 
   “Or maybe you’re my clone.”
 
   “No.  We’ve already done the tests on that.”
 
   “Maybe they’re lying to you.”
 
   “It doesn’t matter.  You’re in there, and I’m out here.  That makes me the real Robin Holloway.”
 
   “It does, doesn’t it?”  The girl got to her feet.  She padded barefoot across the room until she was inches from Robin.  The girl’s eyes had a crazy gleam in them.  Before Robin could say anything, the clone spat at her.  But it wasn’t a loogie; it was some kind of miniature syringe.  The syringe pricked Robin’s neck.  Almost instantly she collapsed to the floor.  She remembered a guard scooping her up to drag her into the room.
 
   After that there were only a few vague images.  They had kept her hopped up on so many drugs not even her hardened mental conditioning could repel them.  Even if she had maintained her wits, what could she have done?  If she’d said she was the real Robin Holloway, everyone from Dr. Hanover on down would assume it was the ravings of a lunatic trying to escape.
 
   Now that someone had used the alien weapon on her again, the drugs had been flushed from her system, allowing her to think again.  There was the same problem only magnified now:  how could she get out of here?  As tiny and weak as she was, she didn’t have any chance of breaking the door down.  Maybe she could find a way to crawl into the air shafts; she’d be little enough to fit now.
 
   She heard the door buzz.  This she knew was the door unlocking.  Robin hiked up the hem of her gown as she ran across to push the door open.  It took every ounce of her probably forty pounds to get the door open enough that she could slip through.
 
   She emerged into a dark hallway.  The child’s part of her mind prompted her to run crying in search of the nearest adult.  This wasn’t actually a bad idea.  She resisted the crying part.  
 
   As she ran, she tried not to collide with other patients.  They were a good twenty years older than her but from how loose their gowns were, she assumed they had been hit with the alien weapon too.  Robin knew better than to talk to any of them; she scurried away from them, towards the group therapy rooms.  If there were a doctor around that’s where she would be.
 
   The problem, as it had been to get out of her room, was to get the doors open.  By the third one she tried, sweat was dripping down her face and matting hair to her forehead.  Her childish instincts urged her to lie down for a little nap, but her mental conditioning urged her forward.
 
   She came to another door.  This one led to the rec room for the patients.  Maybe there would be a nurse who had a pass that would allow Robin to get out of here.  She groaned as she opened the door.
 
   At first she thought it was another dead end.  Then she heard a sniffle.  “Hello?” Robin called out.  “Is someone here?”
 
   There was no answer.  “It’s all right,” Robin said.  “I won’t hurt you.”
 
   She heard another sniffle.  A teenage girl with mousy brown hair peered over the top of a couch.  She might have been another patient, except when she came out from around the couch, Robin saw the girl was wearing a beige suit now several sizes too big for her.  She wiped at her nose and then asked, “Robin?”
 
   “Dr. Hanover?”
 
   “What’s going on here?”
 
   “Someone’s used that weapon, the one that made me a girl.  We got to get out of here.  Do you still have your pass?”
 
   Dr. Hanover nodded.  She fumbled around to produce her badge.  Robin hurried over to her and then patted the teenager’s shoulder.  “Good.  Let’s get to your office.  Then we can call for help.”
 
   They were almost to the security door when a woman said, “You’re not going so soon, are you?  The fun’s barely started.”
 
   A young woman stood in the doorway, a blood-smeared scalpel in one hand.  The willowy frame and black hair draped over her face were unfamiliar, but the psychotic gleam in her one visible eye and the demented laugh were all Robin needed to identify her.
 
   It was Clownface.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7
 
   Hitter wasn’t surprised when he awoke in a jail cell.  It had happened often enough in his career, especially the last three years at Gitmo.  The surprise came when he sat up to find his suit hanging off him as if he were a boy dressing in his father’s clothes.  Except from the way the shirt bulged near the top of the chest, he knew it wasn’t a boy dressing in a man’s clothes.
 
   Something dark fell over his right eye.  He batted at it only to realize it was a tress of brown hair that went down to his waist.  “Oh shit,” he mumbled in a tiny voice—a girl’s voice.  That’s what he was now—a girl.  “No!  This can’t be happening.  Not to me.”
 
   She heard a scream across the hall.  Hitter limped over to the barred door to see a raven-haired girl in a tank top that looked more like a dress on her.  It was the same tank top Ion Man had been wearing beneath his armor.  “They got you too, eh?”
 
   “Hitter?” the other girl chirped.
 
   “More or less.”
 
   “Oh shit.  We got to get out of here and find some way to change us back.”
 
   “There is no way to change you back.  Believe me,” another girl said.  Hitter recognized this girl as Outcast, the one who had escaped from the control room.  By the look of it, she hadn’t been affected by the alien weapon at all.  “You girls are stuck like this.”
 
   “No!  That’s not true,” Ion Man—or Ion Girl as it should be now—shouted.
 
   “It is true,” Outcast said.  “Now, I want to know who put you up to this.”
 
   “You think we did this to ourselves?” Ion Girl said with a sneer that belied her years.
 
   “No.  I know you aren’t that stupid.  But someone sprang you from Gitmo.  Someone got you working together to attack this station.  Who was it?”
 
   “Why don’t you ask your girlfriend,” Hitter said with a sneer of her own.
 
   The girl threw herself at the bars.  “She would never do that!  Robin—Midnight Spectre—would never do something so horrible.”
 
   So Midnight Spectre’s real name was Robin; Hitter filed this piece of information away for later, should she ever get out of this place.  “Then I suppose you don’t know her as well as you think you do.  She’s the one who got us out of jail.  Took us away in her submarine and brought us here.”
 
   A bloke with the muscles of an Abercrombie and Fitch model came up next to Outcast.  He put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “Did she tell you what she wanted?”
 
   “She said she wanted you super jerks dead,” Ion Girl said.  “That was all the motivation we needed.”
 
   Outcast turned to lunge at Ion Girl’s cage, but the man in the loincloth stopped her.  “Why don’t you go up to the control room?  I’ll handle this.”
 
   “I can do it,” Outcast said.  She took a deep breath and then glared at Hitter.  “She didn’t say anything to you about getting an alien weapon for her?”
 
   “No.  Killer Whale was supposed to create a distraction, Neanderthal was to break us in, Ion Girl there—”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Sorry, love, but it’s true now.  Ion Girl was to take care of the speedsters.  And I was supposed to kill you.  That was the whole plan.”
 
   “The rest of it surprised us as much as it did you.”  Ion Girl leaned against her bars and raised an eyebrow.  “How did you two avoid getting hit with it?”
 
   “We were underwater,” the man said.
 
   Ion Girl’s eyes narrowed.  “You’re Pacifican, aren’t you?”
 
   “That’s right.  And unless you two want your heads on a pike at the front gates to Pacifica, you better tell us the truth.”
 
   “We told you the truth,” Hitter said, hating how whiny she sounded.  “Now let us go.”
 
   “So you can try to kill me again?  I don’t think so.”
 
   “How long are you going to keep us in here then?”
 
   “Until we can figure out how to get you back to Gitmo where you belong,” the merman said.
 
   Another voice, a much angrier voice, entered the fray.  “Where is my sister?”  A redheaded woman with a golden crown on her head stomped into view.
 
   “She hasn’t woke up yet,” the merman said.
 
   “I don’t care.  I’m taking her and then we’re leaving.”
 
   “What?  You can’t leave—”
 
   “I can and we will.  I have to get my sister into the dungeon, where she can’t cause more trouble.”
 
   “What about the Velocity Gals?  What about the rest of the world?  It’s in a shambles right now.”
 
   “I don’t care.”  The angry woman leveled a finger at the merman.  “I’ve told you before:  I don’t care about this surface world.  As soon as I have Killer Whale, I’m leaving.  Let them clean up their own messes.”
 
   “Queen Neptune, please.  We need your help, until we can find the others,” Outcast pleaded.
 
   “No.  This world isn’t my problem anymore.”  Queen Neptune stomped down the hallway.  Hitter heard a door open.  This was accompanied by a girl’s scream.
 
   “What did you do to me?” the girl shouted.  “You made me like you.  You—” Hitter heard a familiar squeal of pain she knew came from a woman being hit in the face.
 
   “Take her,” Queen Neptune growled.  A minute later Hitter saw a blond girl wearing Killer Whale’s outfit be dragged past the cells by a couple of Pacifican warriors.
 
   The queen stopped at the merman with Outcast.  “Are you coming?”
 
   “No.  This is still my world too.  I’m going to try saving it.”
 
   “Suit yourself.”
 
   Hitter waited until she heard the footsteps fade away before she said, “Looks like you two are on your own now.”
 
   “Shut up,” Outcast snapped.
 
   A primal scream came from a cell down the hall.  Hitter knew who that must be.  She didn’t want to imagine what Neanderthal would look like as a woman.  “What happen to me?” a doltish feminine voice shouted.
 
   “I’ll go get a sedative,” Outcast said.  She bolted while the entire brig reverberated from Neanderthal pounding on the walls or door to her cell.
 
   “Better hurry, love,” Hitter snapped.  She dropped back onto her bunk to wait.
 
   *** 
 
   Rad Geiger stood over a cowering girl in a prison guard’s uniform.  From the smell of it, the girl had actually wet her pants when Geiger came up to her with only her clenched fists as weapons.  “The whole world is going to bow like you,” Geiger whispered into the girl’s ear.  Then she bent down to take the guard’s baton and pistol.
 
   Thus armed, Geiger headed for the nearest exit.  Along the way she stopped to admire herself in a mirror.  For the first time in forty years, her scalp had hair on it, ashen locks that went down to porn star breasts.  She certainly made a beautiful woman.
 
   By all rights Geiger should be blubbering in her cell like most of these other fools, but her mind was quick enough to grasp the opportunity.  The authorities wouldn’t be able to recognize her, not like this.  That would give her a chance to start her work again and this time do it right.
 
   That had been her initial goal.  Then she saw the way the guards cowered at the slightest provocation.  When they’d lost their literal balls they’d apparently lost their figurative ones too.  Again Geiger’s mind was quick enough to see the advantage.  If the whole island—perhaps the whole world—were like this, then she could do far more than burrow into some dingy lab to continue her work.  She could name herself Queen of the World!  Who would stop her?
 
   A young Asian girl peered out from her cell.  “Geiger?” she asked.
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Icicle.  Or, I was at any rate.”  The girl’s slanted eyes turned wet with tears.
 
   “Don’t cry, sweetheart.  You can still be Icicle.  You can be whatever you want now.  The world is our proverbial oyster.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   Geiger led Icicle to the nearest guard.  She shouted, “Boo!”  The guard collapsed to the floor in a shivering heap.  “The fight’s gone all out of them.”
 
   “They’re all like this?”
 
   “All of them I’ve seen.”
 
   “Holy shit.  It’s unbelievable.”
 
   “It’s a miracle, my dear.  Now, if you come with me, we will remake the world in our image.”
 
   “But isn’t there some way to change ourselves back?”
 
   “Back?  Why would you want to change yourself back?”  Geiger bent down to plant a violent kiss on the girl’s lips.  The girl struggled at first, but then she gave in.  Once Geiger released her, Icicle took a step back and then brushed a sweep of black hair from her face.  “Now what do you think?”
 
   “I…I guess this isn’t so bad.”
 
   “My thoughts exactly.”  Geiger bent down to retrieve the guard’s weapons.  She handed these to Icicle.  “These should suffice until we can fix you up with something better.  Now come, the world waits for us to claim it.”
 
   Geiger and her new sidekick marched out of the prison, to one of the SUVs the guards used.  With that they should be able to get to a boat that could take them to land so they could embrace their destiny.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8
 
   Starla stared at the vats of what passed for food in the prison cafeteria.  She wasn’t sure if any of it was safe for human consumption.  She looked from a pot of green sludge to a bowl of worm-like creatures that were still alive.  Another vat contained something that actually sparked with electricity.  Starla finally settled on a white, creamy substance.
 
   It looked like cream but it smelled like sweaty athletic socks left beneath a heater for six weeks.  Starla’s stomach churned at the thought of putting this in her body.  She had to eat something, or else she’d die before they got a chance to execute her.
 
   On her way to a table, she found herself tumbling forward.  Starla landed hard on the floor, her bowl of slop bouncing away from her to spill on the floor.  She watched it actually burn a hole in the metal floor.  
 
   An insect-like limb swatted the side of Starla’s head.  She scrambled to her feet, her fists clenched.  She saw what looked like a giant walking housefly in front of her.  She didn’t have any experience with giant walking houseflies, but she was pretty sure it wasn’t happy with her.
 
   The fly buzzed something at her.  A silver disc on the lapel of Starla’s red jumpsuit said, “You should watch your step, meatbag.”
 
   “Thanks for the advice.”  Starla bent down to pick up the now-empty bowl.  She supposed the insect had actually done her a favor by spilling the toxic “food.”
 
   Another of the insect’s limbs swiped at Starla.  This time she caught it with one hand.  As Apex Girl it would have been easy enough for her to flip the fly over her shoulder a good hundred yards.  In her current state she couldn’t even flip him over.  Her feeble attempts only let the insect yank the limb away to slap her across the face.
 
   “Puny meatbag.  You Kor-Gans are only tough when you have a swarm of destroyers behind you, like the destroyers that ruined my world.”
 
   “My people didn’t do that,” Starla said.  She wondered if this insect were going to testify against her at the trial.
 
   “You destroyed my planet!” the insect shrieked.  It charged at her, its limbs flailing.  Starla tried to back away, but someone else grabbed her, pinning her arms behind her back.
 
   “Death to Kor-Gan!” a squid-like alien hissed into her ear.
 
   The insect’s limbs pounded her again and again in the midsection, until Starla coughed up blood.  She struggled in vain against the squid, but she was much too weak now to break its grip.  As her vision dimmed, she thought of Billy.  She lamented they would never have more than that one night together as husband and wife—
 
   A purple bubble formed around the insect.  The bubble zipped away, taking the insect with it.  Then the squid cried out with pain.  Its grip finally loosened to allow Starla to collapse onto the floor.  She crawled away, beneath a table.
 
   She remained cowering there until a purple hand took hers.  “It is all right, Gor-Bul.  You will not be harmed any further.”
 
   Kila helped Starla to her feet.  Starla tried to hug her rescuer, but the alien shoved her back.  “I will take you to the infirmary to have your wounds treated.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I did not do it for you.  I would be remiss in my duties if I did not get you to your trial.”
 
   “Well, thank you anyway.”
 
   A bubble formed around Starla to whisk her away to a room with beds and various tanks of liquid or goo.  A silver robot similar to those in the Crystal Lair scanned Starla’s body.  It motioned for her to sit on a bed.
 
   As Starla let the robot work, she turned to find Kila next to her.  “My people have a lot of enemies, don’t they?”
 
   “As soon as word of your capture got out, there were many who urged for you to receive a speedy execution.”
 
   “Not speedy enough for some, I guess.”
 
   Kila raised a silver eyebrow.  “I find your levity strange.”
 
   “It’s just gallows humor.”
 
   ‘“Gallows humor?”’
 
   “Laughing in the face of death.  It’s how people on Earth appear to have courage in a terrible situation.”
 
   “It is an odd concept.”
 
   “I suppose it is.”  Starla stared up at the ceiling.  “Did you get those documents from the Elders yet?”
 
   “It will take some time.”
 
   “Will you have them before or after my execution?”
 
   “Is that more gallows humor?”
 
   “It’s more like cynicism.  Are you familiar with that?”
 
   “Yes.  It is a prevailing emotion on Earth, is it not?”
 
   “Probably.”
 
   “Humans are such immature creatures.  It appears your own growth has been stunted by living with them.”  Kila studied Starla for a moment.  “I always thought Kor-Gans would be a much more difficult foe.  The stories I read of your world made you seem far more formidable.”
 
   “I don’t think of myself as Kor-Gan.  I think of myself as human.  That’s how I was raised.”
 
   “A very perplexing way to view the situation.”
 
   Starla laughed slightly, a pain shooting through her midsection.  “I was brought up as a human.  It wasn’t until I was twelve years old that I found out I was an alien.  Even then, I didn’t usually think of myself that way.”
 
   “But you were different from the humans, were you not?”
 
   “Yes, and I guess sometimes I did see myself as separate from them, but most of the time I was one of them.  That’s why I fought to protect them.”
 
   “That is an admirable sentiment.  It may prompt the Elders to be lenient in your punishment.”
 
   “There really is no way out of it, is there?”
 
   “It is highly unlikely.”
 
   “Hasn’t anyone ever proven their innocence?”
 
   “Not in my memory.  I could consult the records—”
 
   “That’s all right.”  Starla felt another pain when she sighed.  “How long have you been a Galactic Peacekeeper?”
 
   Kila considered this.  “It would be twelve of your years on Earth.”
 
   “Is that a long time?”
 
   “Not as long as many.”
 
   “Like Sulfam?”
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “Did you always want to be a police officer?”
 
   “That is not a relevant question.”
 
   “I guess not.  I thought perhaps it might help to know more about my counsel.  It might at least help entertain me before they kill me.”
 
   Kila took a seat on a bed facing Starla.  “I did not choose to be a Galactic Peacekeeper.  The honor was given to me.  There is one Peacekeeper per each member of the Galactic Order.  When the Peacekeeper of my world was killed, a new one was selected.  All those of age on my planet were given a series of tests to judge mental acumen, physical prowess, and magical aptitude.”
 
   “And you were at the top of your class?”
 
   “Yes.”  Kila looked down at the floor.  “I was little more than a child then.  It was a difficult transition.  Commander Sulfam was instrumental in my success as my mentor.”
 
   “It doesn’t sound like you really wanted the job.”
 
   “I did not think myself worthy of it.”
 
   “And now?”
 
   “That is not for me to say.”
 
   “Oh.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “You do not need to apologize.  I should expect such impertinent questions from someone raised on a backwater planet like Earth.”
 
   Despite the pain it brought, Starla laughed at this.  Kila was a lot less stiff than she tried to appear.  “So it was Sulfam who taught you how to make magic bubbles and put people to sleep and all that?”
 
   “For the most part, yes.  He is a very good teacher.”
 
   “You seem like a good student, too.”
 
   “I try to reward the Elders’s faith in me.”
 
   The robot buzzed something at Kila.  “It says it is time to administer your treatment.”
 
   Before Starla could say anything, the robot jammed a syringe in her side.  She managed a whimper before she passed out.
 
   *** 
 
   Allison tripped over something to end up in grass almost as tall as she was.  She panted and wiped at sweat along her forehead.  Once she had enough air in her lungs, she called out, “Sally?”
 
   “I’m…over…here,” Sally called back.
 
   Allison got to her feet, standing on her toes so she could see Sally waving to her.  She was too exhausted to use her superspeed to go over to Velocity Gal.  “Where are we?  A jungle?”
 
   “I don’t think so,” Sally said.  “Look.”
 
   She motioned up towards the sky.  Allison turned and gasped.  She recognized the skyline of Focal City, her home for most of her life.  Except now the buildings of that skyline were in a severe state of disrepair.  Windows were smashed, roofs were torn off, and some even had vines running up the sides.  The jungle she recognized as the park where she and Sally took Jenny to play.  Amongst the chin-high grass were still the slides, monkey bars, and swings.
 
   “What the hell happened?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I guess we better find out.”
 
   “You’re the boss.”
 
   As they started out, Sally said, “I wish you wouldn’t do that.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Say stuff like that.  We both know you’re the real boss.”
 
   “Sally—”
 
   “I’m the real sidekick.  Everyone knows that.”
 
   “What brought this on?”
 
   “I guess it was that fight at headquarters.”
 
   “You did pretty good against them.”
 
   “Pretty good.  You would have done better.  I mean, if you were still Velocity Gal.”
 
   Allison said nothing.  These outbursts happened a few times a year for the last three years.  Most of the time Sally seemed fine with her superhero role, but on some occasions—usually after a setback—she questioned herself.  “I wasn’t that great a Velocity Gal.  Or Velocity Man.”
 
   “You’re too modest.”
 
   “Look, let’s focus on finding out what’s going on here.  There’s plenty of time for us to decide who’s the crappiest superhero later, OK?”
 
   “OK.”  Sally grinned at her.  “You’re pretty smart for a kid.”
 
   “Thanks.  Are you ready to run?”
 
   “Let’s do it.”
 
   They broke into a superspeed run across the rest of the park.  They stopped in front of Grant Laboratories, where Allison had worked before she became a teenager.  The building was as dilapidated as the others, the front doors off their hinges.  There were no lights on inside; they would have to find a flashlight if they wanted to do any exploring.
 
   “Ally, look at this!”
 
   Allison turned to see Sally holding up a yellowed newspaper.  At the top was one word in gigantic letters:  DOOMSDAY!
 
   The article was sparse on details, but apparently days after Earth’s population became entirely female, an alien ship showed up in space.  From that ship came waves of smaller craft that easily overwhelmed Earth’s few remaining defenders.  At the bottom of the article was a plea from the newspaper’s editor for anyone still reading this to get in a shelter and pray.
 
   “Everyone’s dead,” Sally whispered.
 
   “That can’t be.  Not everyone.  There have to be survivors.”
 
   “Then let’s start looking.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9
 
   In two days the world had completely unraveled.  Melanie had fixed up the control room enough that she could watch the end of the world.  There were still a few newsfeeds operating; female anchors in ill-fitting men’s suits or teenage girls in dowdy clothes too big for them reported all manner of manmade disasters happening.  Planes had crashed when their systems shorted and their pilots passed out.  Cars met the same fate when their drivers passed out.
 
   This was only the beginning.  Perhaps the worst thing was that the military, police, and fire departments were all incapacitated.  Kate King, now a fat, acne-scarred teenager, reported firefighters actually ran away from fires and police fled from any dangerous situations.  In becoming women or becoming younger women, everyone had lost their courage.
 
   Or most everyone.  Whatever had afflicted normal people hadn’t affected the world’s supervillains.  As a result, they had easily taken control of America’s most populous cities.  A voluptuous blond woman claiming to be Rad Geiger actually broadcast from the Oval Office, declaring herself the new Queen of the World.  This was disputed by the likes of now-General Carnage, Empress Inertia, and Lady Beelzebub, who each had their own territories.  
 
   “It’s unbelievable,” Paul said.  “We have to do something.”
 
   Melanie nodded.  They had to do something, but without Apex Girl, the Velocity Gals, Midnight Spectre, and Queen Neptune what could they do?  “Maybe you could go talk to Elise.  If she saw what was happening—”
 
   “She won’t help.  Not until they threaten Pacifica.”
 
   “Then maybe we need to make that happen.”
 
   “You mean stage an attack on Pacifica?”
 
   “That would get her into the game, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “If she finds out, she’d kill us.”
 
   “Isn’t it worth the risk?”
 
   “I’m not sure Elise would be much better than any of these nuts at this point.”
 
   “You think she’d declare herself Queen of the World?”
 
   “No, but I don’t think she’d discriminate much between civilians and criminals.”  Paul sighed.  “You don’t understand.  She hates the people on the surface.  It doesn’t matter that it was her clone who killed her husband and mother; she blames the surface people for creating the clone in the first place.”
 
   “That was Storm, Dalton, and Stanford.  They’re all gone now.”  Stanford was dead while Storm thought she was a radar operator in Greenland and Dalton was probably a toddler after this latest use of the alien weapon.
 
   “It doesn’t matter to her.  She loved Erek more than anyone—even me.  I’m not sure she’ll ever recover from it.”  Paul sighed again.  “I think the worst part for her was that she wasn’t there.  She was up here, cleaning up after Dalton and Stanford’s attack.”
 
   Melanie nodded but didn’t say anything.  She supposed Paul was right that they couldn’t count on Elise to help them.  But they had to do something.  They couldn’t sit here and watch the world tear itself to pieces.  Her watch beeped.  “It’s feeding time,” she said.
 
   Since Robin had equipped the Super Squad’s headquarters, it had enough supplies to last a year.  Though that had been calculated using normal humans.  When it came to Neanderthal, they might run out of food next week.
 
   Melanie went down to the brig.  She stopped at Hitter’s cell first.  The girl was curled up in a corner, arms wrapped around her knees.  Melanie tossed a protein bar through the bars.  Then she turned to Ion Girl’s cell.  She was the most social of the three; at the moment she lay on her bunk, reading Journey to the Center of the Earth; Robin had moved most of the library from her mansion onto the platform so anyone on monitor duty could have something to read.
 
   Melanie managed to toss the protein bar at Ion Girl’s feet.  She looked up from her book.  “Gosh, you’re really going to spoil my figure.”
 
   “Be lucky you get anything,” Melanie growled.
 
   Melanie braced herself before she went to Neanderthal’s cell.  The cavewoman was slightly shorter, but her muscles were nearly as big.  Then there were those breasts, each the size of Melanie’s head.  Neanderthal refused to cover them up; she seemed to enjoy making Melanie stare at them.
 
   The cavewoman reached through the bars, trying to grab Melanie.  She hurled one of the protein bars into the room.  Like a dog, Neanderthal darted after it.  Melanie tossed four more on the floor.
 
   She started back towards the control room.  Hitter called out, “You look like you lost your best friend, love.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   “Hit a nerve, did I?”
 
   “You don’t know what you’re talking about.  Robin didn’t do this.  Even if she did, it wasn’t really her.  Someone must be controlling her mind—”
 
   “You’re really reaching there,” Ion Girl said without looking up from her book.
 
   “I don’t care what you two think.  I have to get up to the control room and—” She stopped herself as she realized she didn’t really have anything to do in the control room.  All she could do was watch the world continue its descent into Hell.  There was nothing she could do.  She was a sidekick and Paul had learned a lot about fighting in three years, but he still wasn’t a warrior.
 
   The world needed the Super Squad.  It needed heroes.  But it seemed all it had now were villains, like the three in the brig—
 
   A smile came to Melanie’s face.  She leaned against Hitter’s cell door.  “I have a proposition for you girls.”
 
   *** 
 
   Paul got to his feet, reaching for one of Melanie’s shurikens as she came into the room accompanied by three villains.  “Let her go, right now—”
 
   “I’m not their hostage,” Melanie said.
 
   “Then why the hell did you let them out?”
 
   “You’re looking at the new Super Squad,” she said.
 
   “That’s right, mate, we’re heroes now.”
 
   “What?  Mel, have you gone insane?”
 
   “Maybe, but what else can we do?  The world is tearing itself apart.  If we don’t do something soon, there won’t be a world to save.”
 
   “You honestly don’t think you can trust them, do you?”
 
   “No, but I don’t have to trust them.  They’ll be good girls or the explosives I implanted in their necks will blow their heads off.”
 
   Ion Girl rubbed the back of her neck.  “It’s not my favorite form of motivation.”
 
   “On top of that, if they help us, they’re going to get full pardons.”
 
   “What?  You can’t promise them that.  You don’t have the authority!”
 
   “After we save the world, who’s going to argue with it?”
 
   Paul shook his head.  “This is crazy.”
 
   “I know, but it’s all we got right now.  If you don’t want to help us, I can’t force you.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid, Mel.  You know I won’t leave you alone with these bums.”
 
   “Bums?  You’re the one wearing the loincloth, pal.”
 
   Melanie stepped between Paul and Ion Girl before anything could happen.  She didn’t think Ion Girl would have much of a chance really, not without her equipment.  “Ion Girl and Hitter, go into my room and see if you can find something to fit.  We’ll ship out in two hours for Focal City.”
 
   “Sounds lovely,” Hitter grumbled as she stalked away.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” Paul asked.
 
   “No, but I can’t sit here and do nothing.”  She looked over at the control room displays.  “Maybe if the rest of the world sees us fighting back, it will rekindle something inside them.”
 
   “Maybe.”
 
   Paul stood up.  He put a hand on Neanderthal’s arm.  “I suppose we should try to find something to cover you up.”
 
   Melanie watched them go.  Then she sagged onto a chair and let out the tears she’d been holding in.
 
   *** 
 
   It took Clownface only a day to consolidate her hold on Ledbetter Asylum.  It seemed all she needed was a scalpel and then later a butcher knife to cow the guards.  They, along with the doctors, nurses, and the rest of the staff, were crowded into the asylum’s gymnasium.  Robin and those patients who didn’t want to join Clownface were likewise herded into the gym.
 
   Of everyone in the room, Robin was the youngest by several years.  The others were all teenagers like Dr. Hanover or in their early twenties.  Despite this, they spent more time crying than she did.
 
   While part of her wanted to curse the adults for not fighting back, she knew it wasn’t their fault.  Dr. Roboto had said the real purpose of the alien weapon was to suppress the fight part of a race’s fight-or-flight instincts.  Changing men into women was a side-effect probably unique to humans.  Given that, it wasn’t a surprise the adults couldn’t find it in themselves to fight back against a scrawny girl with a knife.
 
   If she weren’t seven years old she could have easily subdued Clownface.  At this age she might have done it even if she had her Midnight Spectre gear.  As a little girl equipped with only a hospital gown, there wasn’t a lot she could do—yet.  In time Clownface might give her an opening.
 
   She hoped that wouldn’t be too long or all the adults in the room with her might crack.  Most of them were already suffering from bouts of sobbing and wailing.  Others went catatonic, staring at nothing all day and night.
 
   To help her grasp on her sanity, Dr. Hanover had fashioned her hair back into its usual bun and applied makeup to her young face.  Robin thought this only made the doctor look younger, like a little girl who’d gotten into her mommy’s clothes and makeup.  She knew better than to say this or else the therapist would end up sobbing in a corner with some of the others.
 
   Since Dr. Hanover was the only one of the prisoners Robin actually knew, they stuck close together.  Dr. Hanover seemed to enjoy her new big sister role.  If they had been in a therapy session, Robin would have surmised the therapist wanted a daughter of her own to care for.
 
   Dr. Hanover finished combing Robin’s hair.  Then she used a bit of cloth torn from the excess of Robin’s gown to tie her hair into a tight ponytail.  She held up her compact so Robin could see her adorable face.  “There you go.  All pretty now.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “Do you mind the long hair?”
 
   “It’s all right.”  This was another way Dr. Hanover tried to keep her sanity, by still playing therapist to Robin.  As with the hair and makeup, Robin thought this comical, but she did her part of playing patient.  “I only cut it before for operational reasons.”
 
   “Are you sure about that?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It wasn’t because it made you feel too girly?”
 
   “No.  I am a girl.  I know that.”
 
   “Do you?”
 
   “Yes.  Every time I gotta pee-pee I remember.”
 
   “Don’t try to hide behind humor, young lady.”
 
   “Sorry.”  Robin looked over at some of the young women—formerly men—who’d gone catatonic.  “I don’t mind it anymore.  Most of the time that old life seems like a dream.  I look at old pictures of me as a man and I can’t really believe that was me.”
 
   “That’s very good.  You’ve accepted yourself for who you are.”
 
   “I did.  Should I start acting like a second grader now?”
 
   The doctor blushed as she no doubt wondered whether she should tell herself to start acting like an eighth grader.  “I don’t think we’re to that point yet.”
 
   “You think it would help if I talked to the others?  Maybe I could help them see it’s not so bad.”
 
   “I don’t think that would help right now.  They need time for the shock to wear off.”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   The door to the gym opened.  Clownface swept into the room.  She wore a black sweater and black jeans with holes in the knees now.  Somewhere she had gotten some white makeup to apply to her face along with black lipstick and mascara, the effect making her look like a mime’s daughter.  Undercutting that impression was a bloodstained knife in her belt.
 
   “Up and Adam girls,” she sang in a falsetto.  “I have some good news for you.  We’re going on a field trip tomorrow.  But we can’t have you gals going out like that.  People will think you’re escaped mental patients.” 
 
   Clownface cackled to herself.  Robin braced herself for whatever sadistic game Clownface had in store for them.  It turned out to be far more sadistic than Robin could have imagined.  A blond woman gorgeous enough to be a supermodel—and who had in fact been one of the first to earn that distinction—sashayed into the gym.  “Ladies, Ms. Cash here has been generous enough to donate her time to give you all makeovers.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Dr. Hanover whispered to Robin.
 
   “Nothing good.”
 
   Clownface turned to them.  An evil grin came to her face.  “It looks like we have a couple of volunteers to go first.”  She bounced over to Dr. Hanover.  “What’s your name, sweetie?”
 
   “Dr. Kitty Hanover.”
 
   “How cute, you’re playing doctor with your baby sister.  Now, both of you go with Ms. Cash so she can make you pretty.”
 
   Dr. Hanover’s lower lip trembled.  “I don’t wanna go,” she whined.
 
   Clownface grabbed the doctor by her bun of hair.  “I’m afraid you don’t have a choice, sweetie.  Go on now.”  She shoved the therapist forward.  Robin grabbed her hand to keep her from falling down.
 
   They trudged over to Ms. Cash.  The supermodel didn’t seem to remember her from when they had met in a secret government facility four years ago.  She clucked her tongue at them and said, “I see two very pretty young ladies.”
 
   “Thanks,” Robin mumbled.
 
   A couple of Clownface’s goons followed behind them as Ms. Cash led them into a storage room.  Robin grimaced at the sight of dozens of dresses piled up.  She didn’t know where Clownface had gotten them; she had probably looted a department store.  “Kitty, how about if your little friend waits outside while we talk?”
 
   Dr. Hanover shrugged; it wasn’t like she had a choice.  A goon yanked Robin from the room.  She sat on the floor with her legs crossed while she waited to see what horrors Ms. Cash inflicted on the therapist.  She didn’t know where Clownface had found Ms. Cash, unless the supermodel had committed herself; perhaps she had been distraught about her lost youth.
 
   Robin waited for probably half an hour.  Then the door to the storage room opened and out walked the former doctor.  Instead of the beige suit she now wore a lavender dress with the kind of puffy sleeves and lace-trimmed skirt fit for a prom.  Her hair was loose, combed straight back and held down by a headband with cat’s ears on top of it.  This went with the only makeup she wore now:  cat’s whiskers and the tip of her nose painted black.  The ensemble made her look even younger, eleven or twelve instead of fifteen.
 
   “Hi,” she said in a timid little girl’s voice.
 
   “Isn’t she precious?” Cash oozed.  
 
   “Sure,” Robin mumbled.
 
   “Can I go now?”
 
   “Now, silly, don’t you want to see how pretty your sister is going to be?”
 
   “I guess.”
 
   Just like that Dr. Hanover had cracked.  Once her last trappings of adulthood were taken away, she became a shy, sullen teenager.  Robin knew they were going to try to do the same to her.  She would have to play along, at least for now.
 
   Cash led her into the storeroom.  Robin wasn’t surprised when Cash braided her hair, tying a white bow at the end of each braid.  She was more surprised the woman chose a light green dress and not pink.  The supermodel studied Robin.  “There’s one more thing we need to do.  Have a seat.”
 
   Robin sat down.  She saw Cash grab a tray of face paints.  “What are you going to do?”
 
   “You’ll see.  Close your eyes.”
 
   With one of Clownface’s goons in the room, Robin didn’t have much choice.  She closed her eyes and went through some meditation techniques while Cash applied paint to her face.  After what must have been at least fifteen minutes, Cash cooed, “Open your eyes, sweetie.”
 
   Robin gasped when she saw herself in the mirror.  Instead of a simple cat’s whiskers, Cash had gone all out in painting Robin’s face as a tiger.  Robin tried not to cry to see herself look like even more of a baby than when Dr. Roboto had made her Midnight Cutie with a ballerina costume.
 
   “Now why don’t you go out and show your sister?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am,” Robin muttered.  She trudged out of the room to see Kitty leaning against the wall.  “Hi.”
 
   “Hi.”  With Clownface’s goons watching them, Kitty must have felt the need to add, “You look pretty.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   One of the goons grabbed Kitty’s arm while the other took Robin.  “Come on, the boss wants you two.”
 
   They were paraded into the gym and then made to stand next to Clownface so she could show them off.  “I’m sure you girls are all jealous of how pretty they are now, but don’t worry, it’ll be your turn soon enough.”
 
   Those who still had their wits shivered.  Robin didn’t blame them.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10
 
   The good thing was that whatever had eradicated all animal life on Earth had left the food and water supplies untouched.  Any fresh food had long since disintegrated, but there was still canned food that was edible.  At least Allison might be able to keep it down, if she could manage not to gag with every bite.
 
   Eating a can of baked beans that was probably as old as her body appeared made her miss Mom’s cooking.  There were a lot of things about Mom Allison didn’t like—her clinginess, her nosiness, her irrational hatred of Sally—but cooking had never been one of them.  Allison reminded herself either it was this can of beans or she could graze on the weeds popping up through the pavement in Denver.
 
   She finished another spoonful of beans and then set the can aside.  Sally hadn’t done much better with her can.  “How long do you think these have been here?” Sally asked.
 
   “Fifteen years?”
 
   “We could always go find some lab equipment and do some carbon dating.”
 
   “I don’t think I want to know.”
 
   “We should probably find a lab to see if we can figure out what happened.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   They had spent days searching the western United States for any sign of survivors.  They hadn’t found anything, not even insects.  It didn’t make any sense to Allison that all living creatures could disappear and yet the plants were still so hearty and everything around them was virtually intact.
 
   This afternoon they’d rigged up a ham radio to send out a distress call to any survivors.  For eight hours they’d taken turns listening to static before they gave up for the night.  Now they occupied the penthouse in Denver’s sturdiest-looking hotel.  With no power they had started a fire on the balcony for cooking their beans, not that it improved the taste at all.
 
   “What do we do tomorrow?” Allison asked.
 
   “I guess keep going east.  Maybe there’s still someone in Atomic City or Redoubt City.”
 
   “Maybe,” Allison said, but she doubted it.  She doubted there was anyone left anywhere at this point.  They didn’t have any idea what had happened either.  They had found a few newspaper articles similar to the one Sally had found, but none could identify who had attacked Earth or what weapons they used.  
 
   So far it didn’t seem that the attackers had used a biological weapon.  Or if they had, it was no longer active.  Allison kept waiting for any symptoms to appear, but so far all she’d felt was fatigue from running up and down the coast.
 
   They tossed the rest of their beans over the balcony and then Sally put out the fire.  They went inside, to the bedroom with its king-size bed.  Two days ago they had looted a Wal-Mart outside Seattle for supplies:  food, water, matches, and clothes.  Allison took her pink nightgown out of her bag.  It was a flannel one a couple sizes too big, which helped to keep her warm in this mountain air.
 
   She went into the bathroom, where Sally had lit a couple of candles.  Sally was already changing into her nightgown, a plaid one equally shapeless.  At the moment most of the nightgown was over her head, the rest of her clad only in a bra and underwear.  Allison’s face turned red as she stared at the woman who until four years ago had been her wife.
 
   “Ally?  What’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  I should have knocked.”
 
   Sally had the nightgown on all the way now; she sat down on the bed beside Allison.  “It’s not like you haven’t seen it before.”
 
   “I know, but it feels different now.”
 
   “Don’t worry, it’s just a couple more years and then I’ll get to deflower you all over again.”
 
   Allison leaped to her feet.  She stamped one foot.  “Don’t say that!  God!”
 
   “I’m just kidding, Ally.  What’s wrong?”
 
   “Other than we’re stranded in a post-apocalyptic wasteland?”
 
   “Yeah, other than that.  You’ve been acting weird around me lately, like at Starla’s wedding.  Why did you grab the bouquet?”
 
   “I thought it’d be funny.”
 
   “You aren’t any better at lying as a little girl than you were as a man.”  Sally tried to grab Allison’s hand, but she shook it away.  “What’s going on with you?”
 
   “What’s going on with me?  What’s going on with you?”
 
   “What’s that supposed to me?”
 
   “You’re always talking about when I turn eighteen and all the things we’ll do.  You never stop to think that maybe I won’t want to do those things.”
 
   “What are you saying: you don’t want to be with me anymore?”
 
   Allison kneaded the flannel nightgown in her hands.  She had been trying to keep this from Sally for months now.  She had hoped Sally might finally take the hint and decide to move on with someone closer to her own age.  “I still love you, Sally, but I’m sixteen years old now.  I’m not ready to start thinking about spending my whole life with someone.”
 
   “Oh.  I see.  I suppose I should have seen this coming.  A cute girl like you, I’m sure you have boys—and girls—throwing themselves at you.  Why tie yourself down to some old hag like me?”
 
   It was Allison’s turn to comfort Sally.  She sat back down on the bed and took Sally’s hand.  “You’re not an old hag.  You’re as beautiful as the day we first met.”
 
   “Not beautiful enough for you.”
 
   “Sally, please, you have to understand.  The way things are, I don’t think of you like that anymore.”
 
   “How do you think of me?”
 
   “Well, all this time we’ve spent together I’ve started to think of you as more of an aunt.  Not an annoying spinster aunt who pinches my cheek and gives me books for Christmas, but a cool aunt who takes me out shopping and sneaks me into R-rated movies and stuff.”
 
   “At least you still think I’m cool.”
 
   “I didn’t want this to happen, but it’s this body and the hormones and everything.  I’m different now.”
 
   “So if we do find a way home, what am I supposed to do: forget about you?”
 
   “No.  You just have to move on.  There have to be a lot of boys—and girls—out there throwing themselves at you.  I’m sure one of them can make you happier than I ever could.”
 
   “I doubt that.”
 
   Allison kneaded the flannel nightgown even harder.  While she’d gone this far, she might as well get the rest of it out too.  “There’s something you should know:  I sort of have a boyfriend.”
 
   “A boyfriend?”
 
   Allison’s face turned volcanic hot.  She could barely force the words out to say, “His name is Roland.  He’s in my advanced chemistry class.  We were assigned as lab partners and one thing led to another—”
 
   “Roland?”
 
   “His parents are from Belgium.  He’s really sweet.  He carries my books around for me and everything.”
 
   “Sounds like a real catch.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Sally.  I didn’t mean for it to happen—”
 
   “No, it’s fine.  It’s like you said, you have all those raging hormones.  I don’t know why I thought you would be as faithful to me as I’ve been to you.  I mean first there was that Raul guy—”
 
   “We never did anything!  And I only kissed him because I thought you didn’t want me as a woman.”
 
   “I wish I would have stuck to that.”
 
   “Sally—” Allison started, but Sally was gone in a heartbeat.  If she wanted, Allison could go after her and maybe even catch her, but she knew better.  Sally needed some time alone to sort things out.  She would return later.  After all, they were the only two people on Earth.
 
   *** 
 
   It was a tight fit in the jetcopter for the five of them, especially with the added bulk of Neanderthal and Ion Girl’s equipment.  Melanie left Paul to monitor the jetcopter’s autopilot while she ducked into the cargo compartment.  Neanderthal—mercifully clad now in a loincloth with another cloth tied over her breasts—was almost crushing the sullen Hitter in the corner.
 
   This was necessary to give Ion Girl the space needed to modify her suit to fit her shorter frame.  Chunks of metal lay on the deck as Ion Girl hacked away at the armor.  Melanie gently tapped her on the shoulder.  When Ion Girl turned, Melanie flashed her a kill signal.  She turned off the miniature saw taken from the platform’s tool closet.
 
   “We’re about a half hour out of Focal City,” she said.
 
   “I don’t suppose you have something like a plan?” Hitter growled, sounding like Robin with a British accent.  In the black tracksuit she looked a lot like Robin too—whose closet the clothes had come from—except for the lavender kerchief that kept her long hair out of her face.  
 
   “I’m still working on it.  We’ll know more once we get closer to the area.”
 
   “I can tell you what we’re going to do,” Ion Girl said.  “Inertia will be using that little doodad of hers to freeze time in the city.  I’ve got a doodad of my own that will let us get past that.  Once we get inside, we take her out.  The rest of you can probably sit it out if you want.”
 
   “You’re sure you can get us through the dampening field?”
 
   “I should be able to.  I built it in the first place.”  
 
   Melanie had to admit it was a simple enough plan that it should work—so long as Ion Girl could deliver what she promised.  “All right, so when we land, you can go in first and give us an idea what to expect.  Hitter and I will go in next and see if we can take her by surprise.”
 
   “What me do?” Neanderthal asked.
 
   “You and Paul can stay with the plane in case we need some backup.”
 
   “Sound boring.”
 
   “Cheer up, chief; there’ll be a lot of stuff for you to smash at the rate the world is going into the crapper,” Ion Girl said.
 
   “Me hope so.”
 
   “I want to stress that we are not here to loot the city or take advantage of any of its residents.  We stop Inertia and then we move on to the next target.”
 
   “And what are we supposed to do to Inertia when we find her?” Hitter asked.  “I can’t imagine a hero like yourself wants to get her hands dirty killing anyone.”
 
   “We’ll turn her over to the proper authorities—”
 
   “What proper authorities?  They’re all cowering in their holes right now, scared shitless.”  Hitter got to her feet to stand nose-to-nose with Melanie.  Despite the softness and daintiness of the rest of her body, her eyes were still the cold, hard ones of a professional killer.  “You going to bring her with us?  Add her to your merry band?”
 
   “No, but we can’t kill her.  That’s not what the Super Squad does.”
 
   “Just as well for us,” Ion Girl said.
 
   “When the time comes, you stay out of my way,” Hitter said to Melanie.  Then she returned to her corner and crossed her arms over her chest.  Melanie could already sense how difficult this would be; maybe she and Paul should have tried to go it alone.
 
   She looked away from Hitter, to Ion Girl.  “Tell me about this ‘doodad’ of yours.”
 
   ***
 
   Melanie took the controls once the jetcopter was within sight of Focal City.  Paul slid over to the co-pilot’s seat to watch the sensor information.  They couldn’t be exactly sure where the edge of Inertia’s dampening field would be, not until they were closer.
 
   Melanie’s stomach churned the closer they got.  A couple years ago she would already have filled up a barf bag or two by now from motion sickness.  She and Allison had worked on finding a dosage of Dramamine that would keep her stomach settled without putting her into a coma.  This time she supposed most of the butterflies in her stomach came from the uncertainty of the mission.
 
   She had never led an operation like this before.  She had always been the sidekick, content to let Robin handle most of the operational planning.  Not that they needed much of a plan the last three years.  Mostly they had to locate the threat and let Apex Girl deal with it.  But no one had seen Apex Girl since her wedding and so Melanie was leading a group of supervillains to capture another supervillain.  So far her “team” hadn’t given her any problems, but that might change once they actually got on the ground.
 
   If they got on the ground.  She couldn’t be certain Ion Girl would even be able to get them into the city.  She might be setting up a trap to kill Melanie and the others; the girl had been a supervillain after all.  Melanie knew what Robin would say in this circumstance:  there was only one way to find out.
 
   Paul’s consoles started to buzz.  “Looks like the field is all the way out to the harbor.  Two miles and closing.”
 
   Melanie switched from the jets to the rotor on top of the jetcopter.  Then she punched the intercom.  “We’re here.  Are you ready?”
 
   “Keep your panties on.  I got one last adjustment,” Ion Girl called back.  A few seconds later, she said, “OK, let’s do it.”
 
   Melanie pushed the control stick forward.  She edged forward, still in helicopter mode.  That would give them a better chance to pull back if this didn’t work.  Paul counted down the distance for her, first from over a mile, finally down to just a few feet.
 
   “We’re in,” he said.  Melanie checked her instruments to make sure everything was still working.  She could hear the steady whop-whop of the rotor.  She pushed the jetcopter forward to get them completely into the field.
 
   It was easy to see from here where the edge of the field was: the water of the harbor was completely frozen, some of the waves still in mid-crest.  The flags on the ships were likewise frozen in mid-wave.  She brought the jetcopter lower to get a better look at the situation on the ground.
 
   Crowds of people stood as still as statues.  Many of them appeared to have been trying to flee when the dampening field caught up to them.  Even from a couple hundred feet above, it was pretty easy to see all of these people were female.  A lot of them were still wearing oversized clothes from when Dr. Roboto’s weapon had gone off.
 
   She punched the intercom again.  “We’re in.  Get your seatbelts on.  I’m going to bring us down.”
 
   Landing was always the worst part for her stomach.  She had practiced enough on the simulator and with Robin in all the vehicles that she should be able to do it easily enough, but that wasn’t much comfort.  Not when she knew that the slightest mistake could get them all killed and leave the world in ruins forever.
 
   With these thoughts playing through her mind, she tried to focus on setting the jetcopter down in a park near the center of town.  There were plenty of frozen people in the park, many of them crammed near the exits as they tried in vain to escape.  Melanie took a deep breath as she guided the jetcopter down towards a grassy spot by a pond.  She braced herself for an alarm to go off signaling they were going to crash, but everything remained in the green as the jetcopter came to a stop with a gentle bump.
 
   She hit the intercom.  “We’re here.  Everyone remember the plan?  Ion Girl, go take a look and see if you can find Inertia.  But do not engage.  Is that clear?”
 
   “Like crystal, boss.  I’ll call you in a few.”
 
   Melanie unstrapped and then ducked into the cargo bay.  Hitter and Neanderthal looked none the worse for wear, though the assassin’s freckled cheeks had a green tinge to them.  Melanie hit the button for the door to let some air in.  “Hitter, grab your stuff and let’s start out.  Paul can contact us once Ion Girl has a location.”
 
   “Yeah, sure.”
 
   “Me go too,” Neanderthal said.
 
   “No, you stay here with Paul like we talked about.  We’ll call if we need you.”
 
   “Me go too!” Neanderthal insisted.  She grabbed Melanie by the front of her costume.  She could snap Melanie like a twig if she had the opportunity.  Melanie didn’t give her that opportunity; she pressed a button on her belt that sent a surge of electricity through the cavewoman.  Neanderthal screamed and dropped to her knees; she collapsed hard onto the deck.
 
   She turned off the shock.  “I’m sorry about that.  I didn’t want to hurt you.”
 
   “Me kill you,” Neanderthal growled.
 
   “Not yet.”  Melanie summoned every ounce of courage to turn on her heel and march down the ramp.  She stopped at the edge of it and turned around.  “Keep in mind Paul has a set of controls for the implant too.”
 
   Neanderthal’s eyes narrowed, but she said nothing.  Melanie continued to march down away from the jetcopter, until she reached a pavilion with a bathroom.  She darted inside to void the contents of her stomach into the still water of a toilet.
 
   “I suppose you’ll do the same to me if I get out of line, yeah?” Hitter asked from outside the stall.
 
   “Only if you make me.”
 
   “Bit of a hard ass, aren’t you, love?”
 
   “When I need to be,” Melanie said.  And right now the world needed her to be.  She wiped the puke stain from around her mouth and then stood up.  She kept her back ramrod straight as she strode past Hitter.  “Let’s move out.”
 
   *** 
 
   So far Ion Girl’s hastily-modified suit was holding together.  The power levels were down forty percent, in large part because she’d had to dump the reserve battery to ease the amount of weight on her back.  When she had been a six-three, two hundred pound Adonis it was easy to carry around another hundred fifty pounds on his back, but now as a five-three, one hundred pound pipsqueak that much weight would probably snap her spine like a matchstick.
 
   The problem with losing the battery was if she lost power, she had no backup to rely on.  If she were for instance flying hundreds of feet over Focal City, she would end up a splatter mark on the pavement.  She didn’t try to think too hard about this as she swept the city for Inertia.
 
   Ion Girl had a fairly good idea where Inertia would be.  They had started out as partners fifteen years ago when Ion Man had picked up Yvonne Bartlett in a Focal City nightclub.  Yvonne had been a researcher at Grant Laboratories and so to impress her, Ion Man had revealed his combat suit.  
 
   After that, Yvonne helped make some tweaks to the systems to get the most out of the armor.  They were together for six months, getting it on like rabbits on their honeymoon, to the point where Ion Man began thinking of the ‘M’ word—Marriage.  It was the first time he’d even considered it.
 
   Then everything went to hell.  To fund their new life together, he decided to rob Focal City National Bank.  Yvonne came along to case the joint.  She was among the customers when Ion Man broke in, so no one would suspect her involvement later.  Just as Ion Man was about to get the money out of the bank, along came the city’s new hero:  Velocity Man.  In seconds the whole plan fell apart and Ion Man was on his way to jail.
 
   He didn’t give Yvonne up.  She visited him in prison for the first year.  But every time she came to the prison all she could talk about was the man who’d put him away.  She had a whole crazy scrapbook dedicated to Velocity Man’s exploits.  She didn’t seem to realize the last thing her sex-deprived boyfriend wanted to hear about was the man she was crushing on.
 
   As with every crazy stalker, eventually Yvonne had to take things too far.  She cut the brakes on her own car and went tearing down the highway at a hundred miles per hour, waiting for her hero to show up for her.  He didn’t.  Turned out he was across the world on a mission for the Super Squad.  She was eventually saved by the regular heroes—the police—a slight she never forgave Velocity Man for.
 
   From there she declared war on her former love.  She begged Ion Man to find some way to help her destroy Velocity Man once and for all.  Like any man who hadn’t gotten laid in eighteen months, he rolled up his sleeves and went to work.  First he used some items from the prison machine shop to make a crude explosive device that got him out of the prison, where Yvonne waited for him.  After that, he set to work on making the inertial dampening field.
 
   The sex they had the night he finished it was worth all the time and energy he’d expended.  He stupidly thought maybe this would fix things with their relationship, though anyone who’d ever watched an episode of Dr. Phil could have told him it was doomed.  A homicidal crusade for vengeance was not exactly the best way for a couple to bond.  Of course she continued to obsess more and more about Velocity Man and less and less about Ion Man, until he decided to bail.
 
   During their recent stint at Gitmo together, Inertia had managed some alone time with Ion Man in the prison infirmary.  He thought maybe they could reacquaint themselves physically, but all she wanted to talk about was Velocity Gal—the first one—and Velocity Kid.  Through their mutual former enemy, Carrie Dalton, Inertia had learned that the first Velocity Gal was the former Dr. Alan Bass, now a high school student named Allison Bass.
 
   “As soon as I get out of here, I’m going to rip that little brat’s heart out,” Inertia had said.  The heat in her voice and raw hatred in her eyes had given him his last hard-on.  She had outlined her plan to draw Allison Bass to her.
 
   There were two possible scenarios:  either she would take some of Allison’s former coworkers from Grant Laboratories hostage or she would go the more direct route and take Allison’s daughter Jenny hostage.  By now anyone at Grant Laboratories had probably taken off; that meant she’d go for the little girl. 
 
   So it didn’t come as a surprise when she found an active power reading coming from an apartment building uptown.  Ion Girl switched to infrared to see into the building.  As expected there were two heat sources.  It had to be Inertia and Jenny Bass.
 
   She activated her radio.  “I’ve found her.  She’s at the Bass residence.”
 
   “What?” the merman said.  “You mean Sally’s place?”
 
   “Yup.  She’s got Sally’s daughter hostage too.”
 
   “Crap.  Hold your position.  I’ll get the details to Mel.”
 
   “Negatory.  I’ve got this.”
 
   “Wait—” Ion Girl deactivated the radio.  She wasn’t about to cool her heels while someone else took Inertia down; she could handle it on her own.
 
   With that in mind, she charged towards a window of the apartment.  She hoped the armor managed to hold together as she slammed through the glass.  The engines on the boots sputtered as she rolled across a tastefully-decorated bedroom, through an open doorway, and then into a hallway.
 
   Ion Girl needed a few moments to clear the cobwebs away from the impact.  From the displays it seemed the armor had held up through the crash.  She would need to take a look at the engines—
 
   “Who are you?” a girl shrieked.
 
   Ion Girl looked up to see Velocity Kid in the hallway.  At least it was a girl dressed in the pink-and-white Velocity Kid costume.  The hair done up in pigtails was a few shades too dark and there was a bit of a paunch against the midsection of the suit.  “Hi, Yvonne.”
 
   “How do you know my name?”
 
   “It’s me, Tommy.”  Ion Girl took off the helmet and then shook out her hair.  “I’ve made a few changes since we last met.”
 
   “Where is she?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Allison.  Why isn’t she here?”
 
   “Probably because I killed her.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “I killed her.  Both of them.  Disintegrated them.”  Ion Girl lifted her rifle for emphasis.  “Now, why don’t you—”
 
   “You son of a bitch!” Inertia roared.  She charged forward.  
 
   Ion Girl pulled the trigger—nothing happened.  Without the helmet she couldn’t be certain, but from the smoke coming from the right arm’s joints, she was pretty sure a relay had malfunctioned.  “Crap,” she managed to get out before Inertia decked her.
 
   *** 
 
   Thanks to Inertia there was no electricity functioning in Focal City.  This meant Melanie and Hitter had to go up twenty stories by foot.  This was after a three mile hike across the city.  Melanie’s body was toned well enough to handle it, but Hitter’s was not.  She had already taken off the kerchief on her head to use it to mop the sweat drenching her face.  The way she staggered up the stairs, Melanie expected her to collapse at any moment.
 
   It had been like this for Melanie and Robin when they first were changed into girls.  That part of the transformation had been a lot harder on Robin, who had been used to being so strong and powerful.  It was an issue Robin still talked with Dr. Hanover about, still not quite feeling she was strong enough.
 
   Melanie passed a canteen back to Hitter.  The girl grumbled something, but she took the water.  Melanie risked putting a hand on the assassin’s shoulder.  “It’s all right if you’re tired.  Your muscle tone is gone thanks to the change.  It’s not your fault.”
 
   “Who said it was?”
 
   “No one, but I know how it is—”
 
   “Stop acting like we’re the same!  We’re not.  I’m nothing like you.”
 
   Melanie said nothing.  She could have pointed out that right now Hitter looked as if she could be Melanie’s little sister.  That’s what anyone conscious in Focal City would have thought of them.  
 
   Hitter slammed the canteen into Melanie’s abdomen and then stomped up the stairs with renewed determination.  This lasted another five stories, until fatigue caught up again.  Melanie came up to a landing to find Hitter pressed into a corner.  The assassin stared at the toes of her boots, tears in her eyes.
 
   “You should go on without me,” she said.  “I’m no good to you.  Not like this.”
 
   “Don’t talk like that.  “You can make it—”
 
   “I’m not meant to be a hero.  Go save that little girl.  That’s what you do, isn’t it?”
 
   “I can’t do it by myself.”
 
   “Then call for that prehistoric monster.  She won’t be stopped by any stairs.”
 
   Melanie considered this for a moment.  “Actually, that’s a good idea.”  She tapped her radio.  “Paul, unleash the beast.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Tell Neanderthal to go out there and do what she does best.  Make as much noise as she can.  Maybe that will get Inertia’s attention.”
 
   “Are you sure that’s wise?”
 
   “No, but it’s all we got at this point.”
 
   After she signed off, Melanie sat down next to Hitter.  “Aren’t you going up there?” Hitter asked.
 
   “Not yet.  We have to give Neanderthal some time.  In the meantime, we might as well rest.”
 
   “You don’t have to do this on my account.”
 
   “I’m not.  I’m doing what gives us the best chance to save Jenny.”
 
   “Thanks,” Hitter mumbled.  She began to fumble with the kerchief.  Melanie finally took it from her hand to wrap it around the girl’s hair.  Hitter swiped at her, but Melanie easily deflected it. 
 
   “Let me do it.  It’ll be a lot easier.”
 
   Hitter finally gave in.  “I ought to find a pair of scissors and chop all this mess off.”
 
   “You shouldn’t.  You look pretty.”
 
   “I don’t want to look pretty.”
 
   “Let me give you a piece of advice:  don’t fight it.  You should embrace your femininity.  That’s what my therapist told me when I was going through the change.  You can’t fight what you are on the outside, even if you’re something else inside.”
 
   “What do you want, for me to go find some makeup and doll myself up like a whore?”
 
   “Of course not.  Start small, with the hair for instance.  Once you get used to that, you can try some earrings.  Then maybe a little makeup and finally a skirt and heels.  You take it a little at a time and it won’t be so bad.”
 
   “In the end I won’t be me anymore, will I?”
 
   “You’ll still be you where it matters.”  The landing shook and Melanie heard the sound of glass shattering below them.  She took Hitter’s hand to help her to her feet.  “Come on, let’s go.”
 
   *** 
 
   A little blond girl curled up in Ion Girl’s lap.  Her pudgy cheeks were red and tears sparkled in her eyes.  “Where Mommy?” she asked for about the fifteenth time.
 
   “I don’t know, kid,” Ion Girl said, though she knew where Jenny Bass’s mom was—her atoms were floating free over the South Pacific by now.
 
   “I want Mommy!” the toddler screamed, building up into a full-blown tantrum.  Ion Girl might have done something to stop her but with her armor out of power, she was a stationary object, all except for her head.
 
   “Look, kid, if we get out of here we’ll find your mommy.”
 
   “You pwomise?”
 
   “I promise.”
 
   That seemed to ease the little girl’s temper for the moment.  “Hey, do you think you can get this stuff off my arm?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?  I thought we were friends.”
 
   “No.”
 
   Ion Girl rolled her eyes.  The kid was apparently at that annoying stage of child development.  Not like the girl’s tiny muscles would probably have been of much use anyway with the armor plating and metal skeleton that kept Ion Girl pinned in place.
 
   Inertia had left Ion Girl with the little girl in her bedroom while she went to check out an explosion.  This might have given Ion Girl a chance to escape, except she was stuck in her own armor.  If she’d had the time, she could have come up with a manual release; if she survived she would need to do that.
 
   The door to the bedroom opened.  Inertia stomped towards them; Jenny curled up against Ion Girl, as if that would somehow protect her.  “What are you doing, Yvonne?”
 
   “I’m getting out of here before that cavewoman tears down the building.”
 
   “You’re going to leave me here?”
 
   “Even if I could carry you, I wouldn’t.  This is what you deserve.”
 
   “Come on, Yvonne, what about all the good times we had?”
 
   “Good times?  You ruined everything!  After all this time we were finally going to be together and you killed her!”
 
   “Look, baby, you have to understand.  She never loved you.  How many times did she put you in jail for Christ’s sake?”
 
   “I don’t care!  We were going to be together and you spoiled it, so go ahead and rot for all I care.”
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, Ion Girl saw a girl in black in the doorway.  “That’s far enough, Inertia,” Outcast said.  “Let the girl go.”
 
   Inertia slid a knife out of her sleeve to press against little Jenny’s neck.  The toddler began to scream at this.  “Stay back or I’ll slit her throat.”
 
   “You don’t want to hurt Allison’s daughter.  She’ll never forgive you for that.  You’ll never be together then.”
 
   “We can’t be together!  She killed her!”  Inertia pointed the knife at Ion Girl.  There was a sound like a cough and then a hole appeared in Inertia’s forehead.  The knife in her hand trembled for a moment.  Ion Girl’s eyes widened as she waited for Inertia to stab her as a final act of vengeance.  There were two more coughs that created bloody holes in Inertia’s chest.  
 
   She finally toppled to the floor, pulling Jenny along with her.  The toddler screamed again.  She continued to scream even as Outcast picked her up.  Outcast’s eyes narrowed behind her mask.  She said, “You were only supposed to wound her.”
 
   Ion Girl turned her head to see Hitter at the back of the room.  She had slipped in via a makeshift rope made of bedsheets, the kind a girl Hitter’s age made to escape from being grounded, not to murder a supervillain.  “I’m being who I am,” Hitter said.  This was obviously a callback to some private discussion they’d been having.
 
   They stared at each other.  Then Outcast patted the little girl’s head and began to coo softly to her.  She hurried out of the room.  Hitter watched her go and then tucked her pistol into the waistband of her pants.  Ion Girl put on her most ingratiating smile.  “So, mate, think you can help me up?”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11
 
   Kate looked around the corner to make sure the coast was clear.  Then she waddled as fast as she could to the front door.  She tapped out the signal, still checking to make sure no one was coming.  The door opened, a hand yanking her inside.
 
   “Did you get everything?” a young woman asked.
 
   “I got it,” Kate said.
 
   “Thank you, dear.”  The woman took the paper grocery bags from Kate’s hands.  Despite that she now looked like Kate’s slightly older, thin sister, Greta Hersch still spoke and dressed like a woman of almost seventy.  She even kept her bifocals on a chain around her neck, despite that she no longer needed them.
 
   Greta also walked with what was probably a subconscious limp as she led Kate into St. Jerome’s shelter.  From what Starla had said, the shelter was almost always full, but ever since the disaster it had become packed.  There was hardly room for Kate to squeeze her wide body through the aisles, back to the kitchen.
 
   A girl as young and fat as Kate began to unload the sacks.  She clucked her tongue as she stared at a head of lettuce.  “This is the best you could get?”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s pretty slim pickings out there.”
 
   “Leave her alone, dear.  She’s doing her best.”  Greta patted Kate’s shoulder.  “We would all be starving if not for her.”
 
   “Thanks,” Kate mumbled.  She accepted a bottle of water and then followed Greta into her office.
 
   “How bad are things out there?” Greta asked.
 
   “It’s pretty bad.  There are patrols everywhere.  I’m not sure how much longer we can stay here.”
 
   “As long as we need to.”  Greta’s jaw set with defiance.  Most everyone seemed to have turned into cowards, but Greta was one of the few who was able to resist.  Kate didn’t know why that was; if there were any scientists around maybe they could figure it out.
 
   Things in Atomic City had gone from bad to worse after the disaster when “General” Carnage swept into town with a small army of henchwomen.  She overrode the alien weapon’s programming with an injection of Stim, a drug that was a thousand times more powerful than any conventional steroid.   She injected it into ex-cons, biker gangs, and other fringe elements predisposed towards violence and crime.  They soon became her army to take control of the city.  Without much in the way of police or military resistance, General Carnage was soon in charge of everything.
 
   Most everyone in the city was now herded into one of a dozen camps throughout the city.  Anyone caught alone on the streets would be taken to a camp.  Larry and most of Kate’s coworkers from the Star were already in such camps; Kate had only avoided that fate because she had been out to report on the disaster.
 
   “I’ve been doing some research down by the harbor,” Kate said.  She unrolled a map of the city on Greta’s desk.  “There are plenty of boats there we could use:  freighters, fishing boats, and even a couple cruise ships.”
 
   “Oh my.  I don’t think I would know how to drive one of those.”
 
   “It can’t be that hard.  Once we get out to sea, we can go up the coast, find somewhere to beach the thing and then get out.  The suburbs can’t all be like this.”
 
   “That’s an interesting plan.  I’m not sure if we could get a thousand people onto a boat without someone noticing.”
 
   “There have to be a few people here yet with the stomach to fight back.  We can arm them to hold off Carnage’s goons.”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   “Or we could create a distraction.  Set some fires or something.”
 
   “That’s very dangerous.”
 
   “Not much more dangerous than sitting around here, waiting for someone to break down the door.”
 
   “How about we put a pin in that idea for now?  If we have to—”
 
   Bertha threw the door open.  “You guys got to see this,” she said.
 
   “See what?” Kate asked.  Bertha didn’t say anything.  She lumbered back into the kitchen, where a little black-and-white TV sat on a table.  The networks were mostly showing the emergency broadcast system message these days, but every now and then they would break in with some news—almost always bad news.
 
   On the screen Kate recognized the Outcast, Midnight Spectre’s sidekick for the last few years.  The rest of the Super Squad wasn’t there.  Instead there was a man in a loincloth, a sullen teenage girl, a scantily-clad woman who towered over everyone, and someone dressed in what looked like a smaller version of Ion Man’s combat armor.
 
   Outcast said, “I’m coming to you live this evening from the former KPKD studio in Focal City to let you know that Inertia is no longer a threat to the good people of this city.  I know in the last few days a lot of terrible things have happened.  Supervillains have stepped in to fill the leadership vacuum left after the disaster.  As of today, that will no longer stand.
 
   “It’s true the rest of the Super Squad is missing in action right now, which is why I’ve recruited a new team.  This auxiliary unit of the Super Squad will work just as tirelessly as the main team has to bring peace and justice back to our world.”
 
   The girl straightened, her jaw setting as Greta’s had.  “Today we are putting the supervillains of the world on notice.  Their days are numbered.  We will be coming for them and we will restore the rightful governments of the United States and all other nations.  I urge all of you who are able to join us, to fight back against your oppressors.  Thank you.”
 
   There were no questions; Kate doubted there were any reporters in the room with this new team.  Had she been there, Kate would have plenty of questions for the former sidekick.  At the top of the list would be: who were those people on stage with you?  She didn’t have any idea, but the tall woman and the girl in the Ion Man suit definitely rang some bells.
 
   Kate hurried back to Greta’s office.  She found a pad of paper and a pen.  “What are you doing?” Greta asked.
 
   “Someone needs to write this story.”
 
   “After you write this story, what are you going to do?  There are no newspapers left.”
 
   “Let me worry about that.”
 
   Greta seized Kate’s hand to stop her in mid-sentence.  “I know you think this is your job, dear, but look around you.  Things have changed.  We need you here.  We can’t risk you being captured on a fool’s errand.”
 
   “It’s not a fool’s errand!  It’s—” Kate stopped herself as her eyes fell on a framed copy of the article Greta kept in her office, the one written by Stan Shaw’s impostor and featuring a young woman named Star Smith who bore an uncanny likeness to Starla Leyton.  This brought back to Kate’s mind her promise to worry more about her friends than the news.  Yet here she was again, ready to charge out into danger for a story no one would be able to read.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said.
 
   “It’s all right, dear.  I know you want to help.  But perhaps now is the time to be patient.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “If there is a new Super Squad, then perhaps they will come here.  When they do, we’ll need to be ready to help them however we can.”
 
   Kate smiled a little at this.  Maybe there was still a way for her reporting skills to still be of use.  “Right.  Let’s just hope they don’t take too long to get here.”
 
   *** 
 
   Kila stopped in the reception room and faced the silver doors that were twenty stories tall.  The Elders conferred behind those doors.  She had no idea what they were talking about; no one saw them until they wanted to be seen.  They seldom came out from behind those doors; instead they passed messages to their herald, Taub.
 
   Taub was only three feet tall, but twice that in width with wrinkled brown skin and a pronounced overbite that displayed sharp canine teeth.  It was a face only a mother could love, which probably explained Taub’s perpetual bad attitude.  “What do you want, Lieutenant Kila?”
 
   “I’ve come for the records on the Kor-Gans I was promised.  I will need them before my client’s trial.”
 
   “The Elders have not given me permission to turn over any such records to you.”
 
   “Perhaps you could ask them—”
 
   “I do not ask the Elders for anything.  They tell me all I need to know.”
 
   “But I need those for my defense.”
 
   “Defense?  Ha.  You know the Kor-Gan is guilty.  The only question is how severely the Elders will punish her.”
 
   “If I am going to convince them of leniency, I need those records.”
 
   “That is not my concern, Lieutenant Kila.” 
 
   “Herald Taub, please—”
 
   “That is all, Lieutenant.”
 
   Kila saluted.  “Yes, Herald.”
 
   She began to walk back in defeat to her office.  She had never approached the Herald like this before.  There had never seemed a reason for it before.  This time she felt something different.  She felt something wrong this time.
 
   Kila decided instead of her office to sit on a bench outside.  There she could stare up at the stars in the night sky.  She wondered if any of those dots in the darkness might be Earth, Starla’s true home.
 
   No, her name wasn’t Starla.  Her name was Gor-Bul.  She was from Kor-Gan.  Her father had only compounded his guilt by sending his son away from his dying planet.  He had cowardly left his son—now his daughter—to stand trial for his crimes.  That was not something that would sit well with the Elders.
 
   Perhaps she could use this to her advantage.  Perhaps she could put Starla—Gor-Bul—on the stand.  The Elders could see then that the young woman was not an evil menace; she was sweet and gentle and yet courageous.  She had tried to stand up to an Ix’Lx and a Sqed despite their advantages in size and strength.  Even afterwards instead of bitterness or fear she had joked with Kila.
 
   If the Elders could see that, they might realize Gor-Bul of Kor-Gan was no threat to them or the rest of the universe.  They might decide on mercy for her.  She could spend the rest of her life in a work camp, making up in some small way for the crimes of her people.
 
   Would that truly be mercy?  She would face even more threats in a work camp than the prison cafeteria.  How long would the young woman last in there?  Months?  Perhaps only days.
 
   Kila wrung her hands.  It might be best to simply let them kill Gor-Bul outright, to save her some pain.  Then Kila thought again of Gor-Bul’s bright smile and her “gallows humor” as she called it.  No, she didn’t want Gor-Bul to die or be forced into a work camp.  
 
   She needed to make the Elders see her client was innocent.  To do that, she would need some help.
 
   *** 
 
     Allison spent the rest of the night huddled under a half-dozen comforters in the penthouse.  Without anyone to supervise her, she had broken into the minibar to consume all of the tiny bottles of alcohol.  Even as a teenager her high-speed metabolism kept the alcohol from doing more than giving her a slight buzz for a couple of minutes.
 
   She found Sally down in the hotel’s kitchen.  Sally tossed something yellow at her.  Allison caught it and then turned it over to see it was a Twinkie.  “Apparently these do last forever,” Sally said.
 
   Allison opened the wrapper and bit into the snack cake.  It tasted a little stale, but much better than baked beans.  “Thanks,” she said.  “And I’m sorry about last night.”
 
   “I’m sorry too.  It’s stupid of me to keep thinking of you as Alan.  You’d think after four years I might finally get it that you’re not.”  She tousled Allison’s hair.  “You’re a sixteen-year-old girl.  If you want to crush on some guy named Roland there’s nothing I can do about it.”
 
   “We can still be partners, can’t we?”
 
   “I don’t see where we have much choice right now.”
 
   Besides the Twinkies, they found a couple of cans of peaches that hadn’t turned black yet.  Allison supposed if they were here much longer they’d have to look for some seeds to plant crops.  They could have their own little farm in the Midwest, just the two of them—to do what?  They were both girls; there was no way for them to carry on the species unless they found some frozen sperm they could inject into themselves.  Even then, humanity would probably die out in another generation or two.
 
   “What’s wrong, sweetie?”
 
   “I was thinking about if we really are the only two people left.”
 
   “I’m sure we’re not.  There have to be survivors somewhere.  We need to find them.”
 
   “I hope so.”
 
   Sally came around the table to wrap an arm around Allison’s shoulders.  “We have to stay positive.  We’ll find someone.”
 
   An explosion rocked the hotel.  Allison and Sally turned to see the lobby was in ashes.  Into the blasted room came a trio of robots, each one vaguely humanoid with gunmetal gray armor and glowing red eyes that were probably scanners.  Instead of hands, each sported what appeared to be laser guns.
 
   “We found someone,” Allison said.  “What do we do?”
 
   “Let’s give them the slip.  There should be an exit through the kitchen.”
 
   They sped through the kitchen, out a back door, into an alley.  There they found another trio of robots waiting for them.  Red light from one of the robot eyes washed over Allison.  “Identify:  human female.  Sixteen years old.  Genetic modification detected.”
 
   Another eye ran over Sally.  “Identify:  human female.  Thirty-nine years old.”
 
   “Thirty-seven!” Sally protested.
 
   “Genetic modification detected.  Detain subjects.”
 
   “Like hell,” Sally said.
 
   They both knew better than to try to punch robots; even at superspeed that would break their hands.  Instead they bolted past the robots.  Soon they were on a highway out of Denver, the robots far behind—or so Allison thought until a missile sent her tumbling forward, over the hood of a rusty minivan to land hard on the pavement.
 
   She rubbed the side of her head as Sally came to a stop beside her.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “Just got the wind knocked out of me,” Allison said.
 
   “What was that?”
 
   Allison was going to say she didn’t know, but then she heard the whine of jet engines.  She  pointed up towards the sky.  A half-dozen craft that vaguely resembled V-22 Osprey cargo planes hovered in the air.  Each plane rippled with weapons, including missile launchers like the one that had sent Allison sprawling.
 
   “We’re in trouble,” Sally said.  
 
   They managed to start running again before the aircraft opened fire.  This time they zigzagged around to make themselves harder targets.  Somehow the aircraft managed to keep pace with them.  Allison gritted her teeth and forced herself to run faster.
 
   She screamed from a pain in her left shoulder.  She stumbled over the pavement as she came out of superspeed.  Allison tumbled again, this time rolling a good quarter mile down the pavement.  She finally came to a stop, her body too battered for her to get back to her feet.
 
   Sally knelt down beside her again.  “Come on, Ally, get up.”
 
   “Leave me,” Allison whispered.  “Slowing you down.”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.  I need you.”  Sally grinned at her.  “We both know you’re the one in charge.”
 
   “I’m not.  I’m just a kid.”
 
   Against Allison’s wishes, Sally scooped her up in her arms.  “I won’t leave you.  Not ever.”
 
   Sally took off running.  As Allison knew, she was slowing Sally down, making it easier for the aircraft to target her.  Missile hits came within inches of them, but somehow Sally kept her feet.  Allison knew this could only last so long.  Then the human race would be extinct for good.
 
   Two of the aircraft exploded, seemingly on their own.  Another two soon followed this.  Allison didn’t understand what was happening, not until she saw the black arrowhead shape swoop down from the clouds.  A pair of missiles blazed out from its weapons bay.  The last two aircraft went up in a plume of fire.
 
   Sally came to a stop.  They watched as the black plane set down on the road in front of them.  The cockpit opened.  From it emerged a woman, her long hair white and back stooped like an old woman’s.  She was clad in Midnight Spectre’s uniform, its material patched in dozens of places.
 
   “You girls better hurry,” the old woman said.  “Unless you want to stay here and get blown to bits.”
 
   “Robin?”
 
   The old woman nodded.  “I imagine there’s a lot we need to catch up on.  It’d be better to do it at home.  There are some bandages for Allison too.”
 
   Sally looked down at Allison, who shrugged her good shoulder.  They didn’t seem to have much choice except to go with this spectre of Midnight Spectre.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12
 
   The jetcopter was somewhere over Nevada when Melanie ducked into the cargo compartment to check on her team.  It was about what she expected:  Hitter sulked, Neanderthal gorged on a bag of potato chips, and Ion Girl was back at work on her suit.  Hitter looked up at her and asked, “Where’s this carnival off to next?”
 
   “Atomic City.”
 
   “Sounds like fun,” Ion Girl said behind her welding mask.  
 
   “You really think that TV stunt accomplished anything?  There probably wasn’t anyone watching,” Hitter grumbled.
 
   “Maybe not, but anyone who saw it will hopefully pass on the word.”
 
   “Including any of our enemies.”
 
   Melanie sat down beside the assassin.  She put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  She was glad Hitter didn’t try to shake it away.  “I don’t like doing PR either, but we have to make ourselves visible.  People need to know they aren’t alone.”
 
   “At least you gals got to show your faces.  Here I was making my TV debut and I’m stuck wearing a helmet,” Ion Girl said.  “Maybe next time we can dress you up in the armor.”
 
   “I’m not a goddamned cheerleader,” Hitter said.
 
   “Come on, I think you’d look cute as a cheerleader,” Ion Girl teased.
 
   “Knock it off—” Melanie stopped as she realized she didn’t know Ion Girl’s real name.  She sighed and then said, “Look, we’re going to be together for a while.  We ought to know what to call each other.  Ion Girl, what’s your name—your real name?”
 
   “Thomas Patrick Kinney.”  In a fake Irish accent she added, “Me parents hailed from County Cork in the old country.”
 
   “That’s a nice name,” Melanie said.  “Maybe a little too masculine now.  Have you considered a girlier name?”
 
   “Not really.  You got one of them baby books on here?”
 
   “Afraid not.”  Melanie thought it over.  “How about Tonya?  That’s close to Tommy.”
 
   Ion Girl shrugged.  “Tonya Kinney.  Not bad.”
 
   Melanie patted Hitter’s hand.  “What about you?  Have you thought of a new name?”
 
   “I don’t want a new name.”
 
   “Come on, it’ll be fun.  Is there a name you always wanted to use on a fake passport or something?”
 
   “Not a girl’s name.”
 
   “Remember what I told you?  Try to embrace this.”
 
   “Yeah?  Why don’t you go first.”
 
   “I did.  The name on my birth certificate—the original—is Melvin James Amis.”
 
   The newly-christened Tonya snickered at this.  “No wonder you changed it.”
 
   Melanie’s cheeks warmed as she thought back to when she’d woke up in the hospital as a girl.  She had been aware of the change before she passed out inside Dr. Roboto’s monster, but when she woke up she hoped perhaps it had been a dream.  That idea lasted the two seconds it took for her to look down at her chest.  “It was my mom’s idea.  She thought it would keep people from recognizing me if I had a ‘normal’ name.  My grandma was named Melanie, so that’s what she decided to rename me.”
 
   “Aw, that’s so cute,” Tonya said.
 
   “So, maybe you have a grandma whose name you could take?”
 
   “No,” Hitter said.
 
   “Well, what’s your real name?”
 
   “None of your damned business.”
 
   “Come on, all I have to do is use the computer and I can pull it from the files.”
 
   Hitter glared at her for a moment.  She finally relented to say, “Darrien Giordano.”
 
   Melanie considered this.  “What about Darla?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Deanne?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Danielle?”  
 
   Hitter glared at Melanie as if she were about to pull out her gun.  “No.”
 
   It was Tonya who finally suggested, “How about Diane?”
 
   “That’s nice,” Melanie said.  “How about it?”
 
   “Fine.  If it’ll get you off my back.”
 
   “All right.  That’s two.  Now, what about you?” Melanie asked Neanderthal.
 
   “Me Garlak,” she said through a mouthful of chips.
 
   “Good luck with that,” Diane said with a snort.
 
   “Well, how about—”
 
   “Me Garlak!”  Her voice left little room for argument.
 
   “All right, you’re Garlak.  Now, when we get to Atomic City—”
 
   “Sorry, boss—I mean Melanie, but you think we could make a stop somewhere first?”
 
   “You got to potty?” Diane teased.
 
   “No.  I’ve done all I can here, but this equipment isn’t much good.  You think we could make a pit stop?”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “At my old workshop.”
 
   *** 
 
   Tonya’s old workshop turned out to be in suburban Detroit, in an old mechanic’s shop.  Melanie set the jetcopter down on the roof of an elementary school at the end of the block.  She looked down at the fuel gauge.  “We’re going to need some gas.  Think you can keep an eye on Tonya while the rest of us hit the airport?”
 
   “You sure about this?”
 
   “Why not?  Diane and Garlak aren’t going to hurt me.  If they’d wanted to they could have done it already.”
 
   “The airport is about fifteen miles away.  If there’s trouble—”
 
   “If there’s trouble we’ll handle it.”  Melanie forced herself to smile.  “We’re a team now, remember?”
 
   “If you say so.”
 
   “Don’t worry so much.  I think we’re starting to gel.”
 
   “For the world’s sake I hope so.”
 
   Paul and Tonya stayed behind while Melanie lifted off in the jetcopter.  Diane slid up into the co-pilot’s seat.  “This is pretty fancy,” she said.
 
   “Midnight Spectre tends to think of everything.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  You sure splitting up is a good idea?  Detroit was already a nasty place before that weapon.”
 
   “We don’t have much choice about it unless you want to walk to Atomic City.”
 
   “Why are we going there next?”
 
   “It’s a high-profile target.  You remember the Doolittle Raid on Tokyo?”
 
   “History wasn’t my strongest subject.”
 
   “In World War II, General Doolittle led a group of B-25 bombers from an aircraft carrier in the Pacific to attack Tokyo.  There wasn’t a lot of strategic value; it was more to send a message that we could hit Japan where they lived, like Pearl Harbor.”
 
   “And what happened to Doolittle and those blokes?”
 
   “Most of them made it back.  They had to ditch their planes, though.”
 
   “That bodes well.”
 
   “So you see, if we hit Atomic City, it’ll show the supervillains we’re capable of getting them anywhere.”
 
   “And what, they’ll throw up their hands and surrender?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Some of their henchwomen might.  And like with the TV broadcast, maybe it will help people fight back.”
 
   “Sounds like a nice story.”
 
   The airport came into view.  There were fires smoldering from where planes had crashed while attempting to land or take off when the alien weapon struck.  Melanie tried not to think of how many lives had been lost thanks to that—thanks to Robin.  She forced herself to focus on finding a good place to land.
 
   As she circled over the airport, she saw this wouldn’t be as easy as she’d let Paul think.  There were dozens of motorcycles down on the tarmac.  These weren’t the kind middle-aged men rode on weekends to seem cool or hippies rode to conserve gas.  These were the kind that belonged to actual motorcycle gangs.
 
   “What’s all that?” Diane asked.
 
   “Nothing good.”
 
   There was a thump a foot or two away from Melanie’s seat.  She yanked back on the control stick.  “Did they shoot at us?”
 
   “Yep,” Melanie said.
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   “We go down and introduce ourselves.”
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie landed on the end of a runway.  She wasn’t sure what exactly they could expect, but she figured it wouldn’t be a tickertape parade.  In the cargo bay she patted Garlak’s shoulder.  “I want you to lead the way for us.  They’ll probably come out to greet us, so be ready.”
 
   “What me get for this?”
 
   “It’s an airport so they should have lots of peanuts,” Diane said.
 
   “Cut it out.  You’re a superhero now, Garlak.  We don’t do things for profit.”
 
   “That dumb.”
 
   “She’s got you there.”
 
   “What do you want?”
 
   “Me want shiny things.”
 
   “Shiny things?”
 
   “I think she means your earrings, love.”
 
   “Oh.”  Melanie patted the studs in her ears.  “Sure, we can get you some earrings.  Maybe some bracelets or a necklace too.”
 
   “Good.  Like shiny things.”
 
   “Some people are easy to please,” Diane said.
 
   “Are we good now?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then lead on.”  Melanie dropped the ramp.  Garlak stomped down it.  While they were finding her some jewelry, maybe they could get the cavewoman something to wear that might actually cover her.
 
   It didn’t take long before Melanie heard the roar of engines.  She watched a couple of Harleys approach at full speed.  Their owners had mounted grinning skulls between the handlebars to give them a more menacing appearance.  Melanie reached into a pocket for a shuriken while Diane took off the safety on her pistol.  “Try not to kill them,” Melanie whispered.
 
   “You want me to try to miss?”
 
   “Can’t you aim for something nonvital?  Maybe a kneecap?”
 
   “Course I can, love.  Just don’t see much point in it.”
 
   “The point is not to leave a trail of blood in our wake.”
 
   Diane snorted at this.  Melanie hoped she would at least try not to kill anyone straight away.  It was bad enough she’d killed Inertia with little Jenny Bass in the room; the toddler would probably be traumatized for life.  Such things didn’t seem to bother Diane, at least not that she let on.  She hoped after their recent talks the girl might have started to come around.
 
   As the motorcycles closed in, Melanie saw their riders looked not much smaller than Garlak, a couple of Amazons in black leather with long hair trailing behind them like a banner.  To Melanie’s relief they seemed to be only armed with chains at the moment.  She put a hand on Diane’s arm.  “Let Garlak take them.”
 
   Diane snorted, but put the safety back on.  Garlak let out a primal roar and then beat her chest like Tarzan.  That was probably how her ancestors had psyched themselves up for battle.  The challenge issued, the cavewoman rushed forward.
 
   The bikers wrapped their chains around Garlak’s arms.  This turned out to be their undoing.  With seemingly little effort, Garlak yanked both riders off their bikes.  The bikers screamed with surprise before they wiped out at Garlak’s feet.  The out of control motorcycles skidded along the runway to finally stop near the jetcopter.
 
   Garlak grabbed both women by the hair.  She slammed their heads together hard enough that both women would probably have a concussion.  She held one up, her lip curling.  “Shiny,” she said, admiring a dangling silver earring with a skull at the end of it.  Before Melanie could stop her, Garlak tore the earring from the woman’s earlobe.  It was just as well then the woman was already unconscious.
 
   “That went well,” Diane said.
 
   “Let’s get the bikes,” Melanie said.  As with the mission in Focal City it hadn’t gone by the book, but it had gotten done.  She supposed that was what counted in the end.
 
   *** 
 
   Since Melanie didn’t know how to ride a motorcycle, she rode behind Diane on the bike.  Garlak was on the other, the motorcycle wobbling and weaving as she attempted to ride it.  Melanie had suggested the cavewoman walk, but she refused.  In the end Melanie had relented.
 
   “I wish that damned weapon hadn’t made me so bloody short,” Diane grumbled as she drove.  Melanie noted the way the girl leaned forward so her arms could reach the throttles while her feet were nowhere near the bottom.  
 
   It reminded Melanie of the modifications Robin had needed to make on her motorcycles to accommodate her shorter frame.  In the middle of those modifications, Robin had launched into a tantrum, throwing tools in every direction—including at Melanie’s head.  Jasper had finally called in Dr. Hanover to talk Robin down.
 
   Diane pulled up near one of the terminals, where a bunch of the Amazonian bikers had gathered.  They all wore variations of a grinning skull on their backs.  Some of their jackets identified them as the Grinning Ghosts gang out of Toledo.
 
   A biker with badly dyed platinum hair and the muscles of a bodybuilder stood to greet them.  “Who the fuck are you?”
 
   “We’re the Super Squad Auxiliary, love,” Diane said.  “We’ve come to put a stop to whatever sort of monkey business you got going here.”
 
   “Super Squad Auxiliary?  What kind of pansy gang is that?”
 
   “This kind.”  In one swift move, Diane whipped out her gun and fired.  Melanie gasped, worried the assassin would put a bullet in the biker’s forehead.  She was relieved to see the bullet flatten the front tire of the biker’s motorcycle.
 
   “Come on, let’s teach these bitches a lesson,” the biker said.
 
   They advanced with chains, blackjacks, brass knuckles, and knives at the ready.  Melanie brought her shuriken up to launch position while her other hand dug for her Taser.  She knew things could get bloody pretty quick if Diane started to use her pistol on the bikers.
 
   They were saved when Garlak finally pulled up.  She hopped off the bike and then let out another of her war cries.  Diane backed the motorcycle up to give Garlak some room.  Melanie watched as the cavewoman dove into the crowd of bikers.  The chains, blackjacks, brass knuckles, and even the knives didn’t seem to affect her at all.  About all it did was make Garlak angrier.  After a few seconds of this, Melanie slipped the shuriken back into its pouch.
 
   “That was rather anticlimactic,” Diane said once the battle was over.  Garlak stood over the pile of unconscious bikers, her body stained with blood, most of which was not hers.  “I suppose now we mop up?”
 
   “Garlak, secure the perimeter.  Diane and I will check out the terminal.”
 
   She wasn’t that surprised to find hundreds of civilians huddled in the terminal.  They had probably all been here since the alien weapon went off, stranded when their planes were destroyed or the runways otherwise fouled up.  Melanie didn’t know what had prompted a biker gang to claim this as their territory; it seemed the whole world had gone a bit nuts in the wake of the disaster. 
 
   About the last thing she expected were the civilians to wail and sob as she and Diane approached.  Some of them actually curled up into a ball as if they might be pummeled.  A scrawny teenager in a TSA uniform shrieked, “Don’t hurt us!  We’ll give you whatever you want!”
 
   “Have you gone daft?” Diane said.  “We’re the good guys, er, girls.”
 
   A microphone at one airline gate caught Melanie’s eye.  She was relieved to find the microphone still worked.  “Attention passengers,” she said.  “I am Outcast, commander of the Super Squad Auxiliary.  As of now you are free to go.”
 
   “Go where?” someone asked.
 
   That was a very good question.  Melanie knew the situation had just got a lot more complicated than she had hoped.
 
   *** 
 
   It took the rest of the day—and night—to get everything sorted out.  Melanie and Diane surveyed the civilians to locate any pilots.  Meanwhile, Garlak cleared wreckage from a couple of the runways.  There were still plenty of planes left capable of flying; they just needed crews, fuel, and a clear runway.
 
   The most difficult part was telling everyone they couldn’t go home.  Melanie was grateful the alien weapon had turned most everyone into cowards or else she would have had to deal with a riot.  As it was, the women whined and complained, but they did as they were told.
 
   “You’re sure about this?” Diane asked.
 
   “Focal City’s probably the safest place for them now that Inertia’s gone.”
 
   “Doesn’t seem much better than leaving them here.”
 
   “There will be a lot more supplies in Focal City.”
 
   “I suppose.”
 
   Melanie wasn’t really sure about her plan, but no one else seemed to have a better idea.  While Garlak had taken care of the biker gang haunting the area, there was no guarantee they—or someone worse—wouldn’t fill the vacuum as soon as the Super Squad Auxiliary left.  At times like this, she longed to be a sidekick again, to let Starla, Sally, and Robin handle all the hard stuff.
 
   That wasn’t possible.  She was being forced to grow up now, to step up as a heroine in her own right.  She wished it hadn’t come in a baptism of fire like this.  She wished she still had a safety net, someone experienced to lean on for guidance.  All she had were three villains turned heroes and a Pacifican ambassador.
 
   “You all right, love?  You look a bit piqued.”
 
   “I’m fine.  A little tired.”
 
   “Should be a motel around here if you want to take a load off.”
 
   “I can’t.  There’s too much to do.”
 
   “The world isn’t going to fall apart if you take a nap, love.  Not more than it already is.”
 
   “I guess a nap wouldn’t hurt.”  Melanie looked around.  She decided to stretch out on a row of empty seats in a terminal.  As she closed her eyes, she hoped Diane and Garlak would still be here when she woke up.
 
   *** 
 
   Sunlight flooded the terminal, some of it bathing Melanie’s face.  She reached out with one hand to find Robin’s warm, comforting body.  Instead she punched the back of a chair.  Melanie groaned and then swung her body into a sitting position.
 
   “Hey, sleepyhead,” Diane said.  She lazed on another row of seats, the latest Stephen King book in her hands.  “Have any nice dreams?”
 
   “Not really.”  Melanie looked around the terminal; it seemed empty except for her and Diane.  “Where is everyone?”
 
   “Planes took off about an hour ago.  Went off without a hitch.”
 
   “And you didn’t think to wake me?”
 
   “Didn’t seem much point to it.  I figured you could use the rest.”
 
   Melanie ran a hand through her hair, trying to smooth it down.  After everything that had happened, she had been asleep when the big moment came.  “Where’s Garlak?”
 
   “Ransacking a Cinnabon last I saw her.”
 
   “What about the bikers?”
 
   “They’re locked up in a hangar.  Not sure what you expect us to do with them.”
 
   “Nothing right now, I suppose.  Leave them some food and water and wait until we can find some proper authorities to fetch them.”
 
   “Capital idea.”  Diane turned a page in her book.
 
   “What about you?  Did you get any sleep?”
 
   “I’ll sleep on the plane.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “For what?”
 
   “For keeping this little circus running.  You could have taken off—”
 
   “So you could blow my head off?  I’d rather keep it if you don’t mind.”
 
   “Sure.”  Melanie couldn’t stop herself from smiling.  For all she might have done in her past, Diane did have a good heart.  Tonya too.  Even Garlak—in her own way.  Maybe this crazy idea of Melanie’s could actually work.  Maybe these villains could actually save the world.
 
   She hoped so.  If they couldn’t, there wasn’t anyone left to do it for them.
 
   *** 
 
   They returned to Tonya’s workshop around noon.  The jetcopter’s tank was full again, with more than enough fuel to get them to Atomic City.  As she’d promised, Diane fell asleep the moment they took off from the airport.  When the girl closed her eyes she looked so innocent it was hard to believe she was a trained killer.
 
   A loud rumble came from the cargo area.  It wasn’t until they landed that Melanie could confirm it was from Garlak snoring.  Melanie decided to let both women sleep; they had certainly earned it in the last two days.
 
   As she stepped over Garlak’s prone body, she noticed the earrings dangling from the cavewoman’s ears.  She had probably a dozen necklaces draped over her neck and a half-dozen bracelets on each wrist.  Melanie wasn’t sure who had pierced Garlak’s ears but she felt sorry for whoever had to try to make a hole in the cavewoman’s lobes.
 
   She didn’t recognize Tonya when she stepped into the workshop.  The girl’s hair was cut shorter, to the middle of her neck, and dyed a dark blue.  She sported a stud in her left nostril and wore a pair of white-framed glasses that Melanie doubted were prescription.  Contrasting the hair and nose stud was a lavender My Little Pony T-shirt with matching shoes.
 
   “What do you think?” Tonya asked, doing a little turn.  “Paul called it ‘geek chic.’”
 
   “It’s cool,” Melanie said.  “I thought you were working on your other outfit.”
 
   “We finished that yesterday.  We got bored waiting for you to come back so we raided the mall.  It was like Dawn of the Dead in there.  So what took you so long?”
 
   Melanie described their last twenty-four hours at the airport.  While she talked, Paul joined them.  She was glad to see he’d picked up a polo shirt and cargo shorts to cover himself.  After she finished, he said, “I guess it was lucky we decided to visit.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  Melanie stared down at her feet as she thought.  “Do you think we should go on to Atomic City?  There’s so much ground we need to cover, so many places where we’re needed.”
 
   Paul put a hand on her shoulder.  “You’re the one in charge.  We’ll go wherever you decide.”
 
   “That’s right, boss,” Tonya added.  “Point me in the right direction.”
 
   Melanie sighed, again wishing someone could take this burden from her, or at least give her some advice.  All her time on the Super Squad had never prepared her for anything like this.  She felt as if she were making it all up as she went.  Well, her instincts had gotten her this far, right?  “We’ll set out for Atomic City as soon as all your gear is aboard.”
 
   “Right on, chief.”  Tonya practically skipped away to begin packing up her gear.
 
   Paul put a hand on Melanie’s shoulder.  “You’re doing great so far.”
 
   “You think so?”
 
   “I don’t think Robin could have done it any better.”
 
   “I don’t know about that.  Robin has a lot more training about strategy.”
 
   “Come on, look what you’ve done so far.  You got three supervillains working together as a team of superheroes.  You saved Focal City and all those people at the airport.  You’re a natural at this.”
 
   “I hope so.  I don’t want to let everyone down.”
 
   “You’re not.”
 
   Melanie nodded, but she wasn’t so sure.  She was glad when Tonya pranced in, wearing her new armor.  It was far more streamlined than before so that it fit almost as snugly as Melanie’s costume.  She noticed Tonya had painted the trim of the suit the same blue as her hair.  She did a little twirl as she had earlier.  “You like it?”
 
   “It looks great.  When this is over, I might ask you to make one for me.”
 
   “I’m not giving away any trade secrets like that.  Come on, let’s get to Atomic City so I can try this baby out.”
 
   “Lead on,” Melanie said with a smile.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13
 
   When Killer Whale woke up, she wasn’t surprised to find herself in a prison cell.  That it was a Pacifican prison cell didn’t come as a surprise either.  It would have been far more surprising if her sister hadn’t imprisoned her.
 
   They had let her continue to wear her costume, at least for the time being.  She did a lazy circle around the cell to exercise her new muscles—or lack thereof.  Her circle was a little unsteady from the difference in buoyancy thanks to the milkbags on her chest.  Gold hair kept getting in her eyes too; she wished they could give her a razor to hack it off.
 
   A slot in the door opened to allow breakfast to be shoved through.  Scallops and seaweed—she did not miss the diet in Pacifica.  Her tiny stomach growled to indicate it was hungry.  Killer Whale plucked the food from where it floated and then began to shovel it into her mouth.  At least that process wasn’t much different, except for her daintier fingers.
 
   She had finished the last scallop when her sister asked, “How do you like the new body so far?”
 
   “I don’t know how you can stand to live this way.  It’s disgusting.”
 
   “You’ll get used to it.  For as long as you have left.”
 
   “Are you planning to execute me, sister?”
 
   “Perhaps.  Letting you live like this might be more of a punishment.”
 
   “You’re still weak.  I kept hearing how strong you’d become since reclaiming the throne, but now I see it was a lie.  You’re as pathetic as you always have been.”
 
   “Says the girl in the dungeon cell.”
 
   “It won’t be much longer until the rest of the kingdom sees it.  Then it’ll be your head on a pike at the gates.  Yours and your daughter’s.”
 
   Her sister pressed closer to the door.  “You threaten my daughter again and I’ll cut you up for shark bait.”
 
   “How long do you think you can keep her safe?  There are so many who would think nothing of killing a usurper’s daughter.”
 
   Queen Neptune brought out the royal trident.  It glowed yellow in her hands.  Killer Whale braced for the door to open and her life to end.  After a few seconds, Queen Neptune let the trident shrink back into an ordinary-looking seashell.  “Keep talking, sister.  We’ll see whose head ends up on a pike.”
 
   Queen Neptune shoved something through the slit.  It unfurled into an ordinary gray dress, the kind a common woman would wear.  “Put that on.”
 
   “Never.”
 
   “You can put it on yourself or I’ll have my guards do it for you.”
 
   The only thing more humiliating than wearing a commoner’s dress would be to have a half-dozen men stuff her into it.  She growled a few curse words under her breath and then turned so her back faced Queen Neptune.  “I’m sure you’re enjoying this.  Oh, that’s right, you never liked women, did you?”
 
   “Especially not women like you.”
 
   Killer Whale was glad for the water all around her so her sister couldn’t see her tears at being reduced to a common woman.  She hurled her old costume towards the slit in the door.  “There you go.  Happy now?”
 
   “I’ll be happier when you’re dead,” Queen Neptune said.  She yanked the costume through the slit and then swam away.  Killer Whale’s delicate fists clenched, but there was nothing she could do except break them against the walls.  She returned to her bed to let the covers disguise what she had become.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin and Dr. Hanover appropriately rode in the back of a school bus with the other kids from the asylum.  There were three buses in all, each one filled with young women and girls who’d been given a makeover by Ms. Cash.  It didn’t help Robin’s self-esteem much that every girl had her face painted in one childish fashion or another.
 
   Dr. Hanover remained the sullen teenager she’d been once Ms. Cash had finished with her.  She plodded along after the others, hardly saying anything.  If Robin tried to ask her something, Dr. Hanover would shrug or mumble a monosyllabic reply.  At the moment Dr. Hanover read a biography of One Direction; God only knew where she’d found that.
 
   They were unlucky enough to have Clownface on their bus.  She insisted on singing children’s songs that the other girls sang with all the feeling of a funeral dirge.  Clownface didn’t notice this, or she reveled in how awful it sounded.
 
   The bus crawled along the Kane Bridge, which led to Finger Island, so called because it resembled an index finger pointing out to sea.  The island had once been a hub of activity, but in the last twenty years it had fallen on hard times.  It was the old story of plants shuttering to move south or to the Far East, followed closely by those residents who could afford to seek greener pastures elsewhere.
 
   She didn’t have any idea why Clownface would take them here.  Was she planning to hold them hostage?  Or was she going to torture them all until she got bored?  Either scenario was possible with Clownface, whose bipolar personality was unfortunately tied to an intellect close to the genius range.  That was what had made her such a dangerous opponent over the years.
 
   “Are we there yet?” one of the younger girls whined.
 
   Clownface interrupted a dreary version of “Wheels on the Bus” to say, “Very soon, my pretties.  Then I promise we’re all going to have lots of fun!”
 
   Robin shivered at the thought of what sort of fun Clownface would have with them.  It was unlikely to be good for any of them.  She nudged Dr. Hanover’s arm.  “When we get there, stay close to me.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   “Kitty—”
 
   “I’m busy.”
 
   Robin sighed.  She turned back to her window.  Clownface’s destination came in sight.  Robin wondered why she hadn’t thought of it earlier.  The painted faces, the school buses, the promises of fun, it all pointed to one location:  Finger Island Funland.
 
   The amusement park had once been a rival to Coney Island, until Clownface unleashed a half-dozen clown-shaped bombs loaded with nerve gas.  The catastrophic death toll, the images of it broadcast for weeks on every network news program, sent the amusement park into a spiral from which it never recovered.  No surprise then that she would bring them here.  Returning to the scene of the crime as it were.
 
   “That’s where we’re going,” Robin said, pointing out the window.
 
   Dr. Hanover looked over her shoulder.  She grumbled, “Yuck.  Amusement parks are for babies.”
 
   “Here we are, children!” Clownface announced as the bus drove through the front gate.  The bus pulled around to the main ticket counter, where it finally came to a stop.  The door opened.  “Everyone out.”
 
   Robin squeezed in front of Dr. Hanover, who like most of the others shuffled forward like a zombie.  It was impossible for Robin to see anything until she bounded down the steps.  As soon as she did, she squealed with surprise.
 
   In front of her was a little girl about her age with long black hair and her face smeared with green-and-black camouflage paint.  If those clues hadn’t been enough, the girl wore a replica Army uniform festooned with ribbons and medals.  The nametag read, “Dalton.”
 
   “Hi Robin,” Carrie Dalton said.  “I’ve been waiting for you.  I know we’re going to have such a good time.”
 
   “The hell we are.”
 
   She tried to push Dalton away, but she was too small and weak.  Instead they wound up grappling with each other.  The wrestling match ended when Robin felt a needle prick her right arm.  She turned to see something purple draining from the syringe, into her body.
 
   “Oh no,” she whispered.  She had seen this substance before, a number of times in her battles with Clownface.  It was a cocktail of Clownface’s own design called “clown juice” on the streets.  It was a drug more powerful than cocaine, heroin, Ecstasy, or anything else on the market.  Its primary effects were that it eliminated inhibitions and caused severe hallucinations.  Without intervention, the user almost always wound up dead within a week either from self-inflicted wounds or a brain aneurysm.  Robin had inoculated herself in the past, but that wouldn’t be in her system since the alien weapon had been used on her.
 
   “This is going to be so much fun,” Dalton whispered into her ear even as Robin’s head began to swim with colors.
 
   *** 
 
   The Elders had all the wisdom of the universe at their fingertips, but even they felt the need to maintain a backup in case something happened to them.  The Master Archive was something only Peacekeepers knew about; they were sworn to never reveal its location to anyone, even under torture.  Kila had only visited it one time in person, back during her orientation.
 
   Despite its impressive-sounding name, the Master Archive didn’t look like much.  It was located deep underground, near the planet’s core, where it was believed no enemy could ever find it.  As well, the nearness of the core provided more than enough geothermal power to maintain the archive’s computers.
 
   The archivist was supposed to be a position of honor, but in reality it was a death sentence for a career.  Since most of the job was sitting at a desk miles underground, it was given to a Peacekeeper near the end of his or her career, someone who could no longer work in the field.  After a year or two of it, most archivists would happily retire.
 
   Kila knew the current archivist quite well.  Slong had been trained by the previous Peacekeeper from Quanat—Kila’s father.  “Uncle Slong” as she’d called him throughout her childhood had been a frequent visitor whenever Father came home for a visit.
 
   Unlike the other archivists, Slong enjoyed being stationed deep underground.  His people lived deep in caves on a planet only ten million kilometers from the system’s star.  A baby on Slong’s world was little more than a puddle of lava.  As it grew, it began to harden.  By the time it reached old age—like Slong was now—it was pretty much solid rock.  To station Slong down here amongst the heat was probably prolonging his life as the heat softened his exterior.
 
   He stood up from behind his desk at her approach.  While he couldn’t smile or make any human-type facial expressions, his voice conveyed plenty of warmth.  “Kila!  What brings you down here to see this fossil?”
 
   “I have need of information.  The Elders promised it to me, but they refuse to release it.”
 
   “And you think I’ll give you access to the archives?  If the Elders find out—”
 
   “I know.  I would never put you in such a position, but I have a trial in two days and I think my client is innocent.”
 
   “You’re referring to the Kor-Gan?”
 
   “How do you know about that?”
 
   “I still have ears on the surface, young one.”
 
   “I shouldn’t have underestimated you.  Will you provide the information for me?”
 
   “You really think the Kor-Gan is innocent?  You know the stories of what they’ve done.”
 
   “She’s not one of them.  She was raised on Earth.  She’s more human than Kor-Gan.  It’s not right for her to stand trial for them.”
 
   “You have your father’s spirit.  I’m sure he would be proud of how you turned out.”
 
   Kila looked down at her feet.  She never liked to talk about her father.  She had barely known him, except for the stories she heard of his great deeds.  In light of this she hadn’t wanted to take the tests once he died.  Her mother had forced her to do it, to “honor” his memory.  Kila did everything she could to fail those tests, but in the end she was chosen to fill his shoes.
 
   If the Elders found out what she was doing down here, not only could she be dismissed as a Peacekeeper, her father’s legacy would be forever tarnished.  Everyone would sneer about how the great Lorsav’s daughter had been dishonorably discharged, if not imprisoned.  Yet from the stories she had heard—many of them from Slong—she knew her father had cared more for justice than reputation.  He would certainly want Kila to save Starla Leyton if she could.
 
   “Thank you.  If the Elders find out, I will take full responsibility.”
 
   “Bah.  All it will do is expedite my retirement.”  He put a heavy hand on her shoulder.  “Come, young one, let us find your records.”
 
   Slong punched a few buttons on his console.  A door opened in the wall to let them into the Master Archive.  There Kila hoped she could at last find the truth.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14
 
   The bunker hadn’t changed much since Allison had last seen it.  There was a bit more dust and a few more cobwebs, but the equipment looked the same.  The woman who took off Midnight Spectre’s mask did not.  Besides the white hair and stoop, she had webs of deep wrinkles spreading throughout her face and the beginning of saggy turkey jowls.
 
   She eased onto her chair at the computer with an audible sigh.  Allison was glad when Robin broke the uncomfortable silence by attacking the obvious first question.  “You two have been gone for twenty years,” she announced.
 
   Sally and Allison looked to each other.  Twenty years would mean Robin should only be forty-one years old; the woman in front of them appeared almost twice that.  Again Robin anticipated the uncomfortable question.  “I’m not the real Robin Holloway.  I’m the clone.”  She chuckled bitterly.  “Turns out Stanford forgot to carry a one somewhere along the line.  I’ve been aging at about double the normal rate, as you can see.”
 
   “What happened to the real Robin?”
 
   “She’s dead.  I killed her.  Just like I killed the rest of humanity.”
 
   “What?” Allison and Sally blurted out at the same time.
 
   “Not directly, but I might as well have pulled the trigger on every last woman on this planet.  The moment I triggered that alien weapon, I doomed everyone.”
 
   “You mean the alien weapon that turned us into girls?” Allison asked.
 
   “The very same.  It was ingenious really.  I routed the beam through a bunch of Holloway Corporation satellites already in orbit.  The result was a field that enveloped the entire planet.  The only ones who were spared were the Pacificans because they were too deep underwater.  And me in my submarine.  And I suppose you girls because everyone thought you were already dead.”
 
   “Why?” Allison asked.  “Why would you do that?”
 
   “Because I was young and stupid.  I thought I could make a deal with the devil and get everything I wanted.”
 
   “What thirty pieces of silver did you sell humanity out for?”
 
   “I was supposed to be made into a man again.  As you can see, that didn’t happen.  I was betrayed, along with everyone else.  If I hadn’t managed to escape the first hunters, I’d have died with the rest.”  Robin blew out a weary sigh.  “Most days I think that would have been for the best.  You’ve never known loneliness until you’re the last human on Earth.”
 
   “You’re sure about that?”
 
   “Well now there are three of us.  I’m certain of that.  The hunters got everyone else.”
 
   Sally asked, “The hunters would be the ones who tried to kill us?”
 
   “That’s right.  He left them behind to make sure nothing else reclaimed the planet.  There used to be a lot more of them.  He took most of them with him when he left.  I’ve managed to kill a large percentage of the others, despite that I’m not as spry as I used to be.”  She began to cackle like a mad crone, which didn’t seem far off the mark.
 
   “Who’s ‘he?’” Allison asked.
 
   “The devil.  Like the devil he has a lot of names, but he called himself Omega.”
 
   “Omega?”
 
   “The final letter in the Greek alphabet,” Allison said.
 
   “Why would this Omega kill everyone?” Sally asked.
 
   “Because he needs living energy.  That’s what fuels him.  He goes from one planet to another, absorbing its living energy.  He’s basically a parasite the size of a moon.”
 
   “And you made a deal with that?”
 
   “I know.  It was foolish, but I wasn’t quite as sane as I am now.  Twenty years of solitude really gives you a chance to put things in perspective.  Lets you see that being a girl isn’t nearly so bad as being completely alone.”
 
   “Why didn’t anyone stop this thing?”
 
   “Those who still could tried.  Your friends Melanie and Queen Neptune once she realized Omega wouldn’t stop with the surface life.  They roped some of the supervillains into helping them.  It wasn’t enough.”
 
   “What about Starla?  Didn’t she do something?” Sally asked.
 
   “Oh that’s the best part.  I took care of Starla first.  Not long after Omega devoured Earth, Starla was executed by the Galactic Peacekeepers.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “Basically a highway patrol whose jurisdiction is the whole galaxy,” Robin said.  “Silly bastards had some warrant out for Starla’s father.  Thanks to a loophole, she was allowed to stand trial for him.  From the records I’ve seen, the whole thing was a sham.  She’d have had a better chance getting a fair trial in North Korea.”
 
   When Robin started to laugh again, Sally lunged at her.  Allison managed to grab her before she could break the old woman’s jaw.  “You killed our friends!  Our daughter!  You monster!  How can you laugh about it?”
 
     “Oh, you young people, always so dramatic.  I laugh because it’s the bitter comedy of life.  Or maybe I don’t give a fuck anymore.  At least I didn’t until you two showed up.”
 
   “You think we can repopulate the planet?  There’s only two of us—”
 
   “Don’t be stupid.  We’re going to figure out how to send you back in time.  Then you two can stop Omega.”
 
   Allison and Sally looked to each other.  The obvious question was how they could possibly hope to stop some kind of killer moon.  Robin grinned at them.  “Oh don’t worry, I know how to kill that bastard.  I’ve had twenty years to think it up in case he came back.  With your help, I think we can do more than avenge Earth—we can save it.”
 
   *** 
 
   Kate ran down the alley, her chest burning with pain.  She pumped her fat legs as hard as she could, but she was already slowing down.  As a normal-sized woman she might have had a chance, but as a plus-sized teenager she was doomed.
 
   There had to be some way to shake Carnage’s goons from her tail.  If not, she was going to end up in a prison camp.  That was if they didn’t kill her first either in this alley or during the interrogation.
 
   She looked around her, but there was no way out.  The alley was a dead end.  There weren’t any doors she could try to duck through.  All she saw were a couple of trashcans and fire escapes much too high for her to reach.
 
   With no other options, Kate sagged behind the trashcans.  She tried to slow her breathing enough that they might not hear her.  She doubted that would matter.  They knew she was in the alley and it wouldn’t take long for them to figure out she had no way out of here.  It would be simple enough even for these dolts to figure out.
 
   As she crouched behind the cans, Kate couldn’t stop herself from shaking and bawling like the fifteen-year-old she was now.  It seemed impossible her life would end like this.  There had been plenty of times where she thought it would end:  her stint as an embedded correspondent in Iraq, the time those Somali pirates took her captive, not to mention all the times Rad Geiger or various other supervillains nearly killed her.  She had survived all of those only to die now as a fat teenager in a dirty alley.  Life was a bitch.
 
   Her protection was swept away from her.  She looked up at a trio of the muscle-bound goons created thanks to a few doses of Stim.  “Please don’t hurt me,” she begged.  “I was just getting some medicine for my mom.”
 
   One of the goons seized her by the front of the shirt.  “Don’t worry, we can get your mom some medicine.  You just tell us where she is.”
 
   “I can’t.”
 
   The goon wrapped one hand around her neck.  She began to squeeze.  Kate’s breath became sharp wheezes until it stopped entirely.  “Now, are you going to be a good little piggy and tell me what I want to know?”
 
   Kate stared into the goon’s eyes.  The Stim had turned them an unnatural orange and the whites a dusty brown.  These would be the last thing she ever saw unless she gave up Greta and the others.  Even if she did give them up, she would likely end up dead anyway.
 
   The choice seemed pretty obvious.  Better to die like a hero than go out a traitor.  As her vision dimmed, she wondered if she would be reunited with Apex Man in the afterlife.  Maybe she could finally get a chance to say all the things she hadn’t before.  She hoped in the afterlife she wouldn’t look like this—
 
   Someone coughed above her.  A moment later, she found herself looking at the goon’s exposed brain, what was left of it.  She managed to maintain her grip on Kate’s throat for a few more seconds, until she finally toppled over. 
 
   Kate scuttled out of her grip and then curled up like a turtle in the alley.  She heard four more coughs that she assumed must be more silenced shots.  She had seen shots like that in Iraq and Somalia, but not that close up.
 
   She screamed when something touched her back.  “It’s all right, love,” a girl said in a British accent.  “These blokes won’t be hurting you now.”
 
   Kate recognized her savior from the broadcast the day before.  She was one of the heroes who had liberated Focal City.  “You’re part of that new Super Squad,” she said.
 
   “We call ourselves the Super Squad Auxiliary,” the girl said.  She held out a hand that seemed much too dainty to have pulled the trigger to kill three men.  “I’m Hitter.”
 
   “Hitter?  But you were—”
 
   “A villain, yeah.  Not a supervillain, really, truth be told.  I was a run-of-the-mill assassin.  Well, not so run-of-the-mill if I say so.  I was the best.  Still am, especially these days when the others are probably skipping rope or some damned thing.”
 
   “Why are you working for the other side?”
 
   Hitter rubbed the back of her neck.  “I got some incentive from Miss Outcast.  We all did.  Except the merman.  I’m not sure what his deal is.”
 
   “What are you doing here?”
 
   “We’re going to retake the city.  Unlike last time we thought we shouldn’t blunder around, especially when we saw all those camps.  I was up there keeping lookout when I heard you and thought I should help out, now that I’m a hero and all.”
 
   “Thank you so much,” Kate said.  She couldn’t resist throwing herself at Hitter as she had Apex Man and then Apex Girl numerous times.  Unlike those times, she and Hitter wound up tumbling to the ground.
 
   “Get off me, you bloody lummox!”
 
   “Sorry,” Kate said, her face burning with heat.  “I forget how big I am sometimes.”
 
   “And I forget how little I am sometimes,” Hitter said.  She brushed herself off.  “Well, no harm done, I suppose.  You got somewhere to be?”
 
   “Actually I think I should go with you.  If you don’t mind.”
 
   “Don’t make no difference to me.  So long as you can make it up the ladder.”
 
   “I’m not that fat,” Kate said.
 
   “We’ll see, won’t we, love?”
 
   “Very funny.”  Kate brushed past Hitter, over to the ladder she had pulled down from the fire escape.  It was a few inches over her head, which necessitated her jumping up to grab the bottom rung.
 
   To her embarrassment, she couldn’t manage to pull herself up.  “A little help?”
 
   “I think that’s a little out of my league,” Hitter said.
 
   “Could I be of assistance?” another girl asked, her voice sounding as if it came through a speaker like at a fast food joint.  Kate realized this was the case as the girl floating above her was wearing a suit of combat armor similar to Ion Man’s, except it was more svelte and painted blue-and-silver.
 
   “She’s all yours, mate,” Hitter said.
 
   The girl in the armor descended slowly, the heat from her rocket boots prompting Kate to turn her face away.  The girl wrapped an arm around Kate’s waist.  She was horrified again when the girl struggled to lift her into the air.  “Looks like we need a bit more throttle,” the girl said.  There was a rumble as the boots spat a stream of flame to rocket them up the fire escape.
 
   “Here we are.  Fourth floor:  hardware, plumbing, and ladies undergarments.”
 
   Kate gratefully stepped onto the landing.  With how things had gone the last few minutes, she was surprised the whole fire escape didn’t give way.  Or that she didn’t get stuck in the window like Winnie-the-Pooh.
 
   She tumbled through the window, into an apartment that had become a command center.  Maps of Atomic City were tacked to the walls while another was spread out on an ordinary dining room table.  A cavewoman relaxed on a La-Z-Boy recliner, stuffing her face with potato chips, oblivious to the crumbs piling up on her cheetah print sports bra.
 
   At the table was a sight Kate hadn’t seen in days:  a man.  Next to him was the girl she recognized as the Outcast.  “Are you all right?” Outcast asked.  “There should be some bandages and such in the bathroom.  Or if you need a snack—”
 
   “I’m fine,” Kate said.  She stuck out her hand.  “Kate King, the Atomic City Star.  We met a few times at press conferences but I’ve put on a little weight.  And taken off a few years.”
 
   “That’s all right, Ms. King.  It’s been the same for most everyone else.”
 
   “Not your friend there.  How’d he get missed?”
 
   “I’m Pacifican,” he said.  His cheeks reddened as he added, “Mostly.  I was underwater.  So was Outcast.”
 
   “And the three lovely ladies are the ones you two have recruited to save the world?”
 
   “We’re trying.  You might be able to help us with that.  I’m sure you know a lot more about the situation here than we do.”
 
   “I think I can help,” she said, relieved that she might finally be of real use to the survivors at St. Jerome’s.  “Whatever you’re going to do, I hope you do it quick.  I’ve got about a thousand friends who could get taken any minute now.”
 
   “We’ll do everything we can for them,” Outcast said.
 
   Hitter and the other girl joined them in the room.  When they were introduced, Kate found out the girl in the armor actually was Ion Man, now Ion Girl.  It was a bit surreal to see such nasty villains reduced to cute little girls.  Then again they were probably as surprised to see a tenacious reporter reduced to a chubby geek.
 
   Outcast clapped her hands and said, “Now that we all know each other, let’s get down to work.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15
 
   No matter how many times Melanie stared at the maps, she couldn’t find a solution.  She wished Robin were here to help her come up with a plan.  Midnight Spectre had always been the one to make up the strategies; the Outcast rode her coattails like a good sidekick.
 
   The apartment they had commandeered was silent except for Garlak’s snoring, which at this point had become like white noise to Melanie.  She wished she could sleep, but she couldn’t, not until she figured this out.
 
   From what Kate King had told them, the self-promoted General Carnage had locked most of the population up in various camps around the city.  With at least ten camps and only five members of the Super Squad Auxiliary, there was no way they could simultaneously free all the prisoners.  If they didn’t, then they risked that guards at prison camps not under attack would execute their charges or use them as human shields.
 
   She needed an army for this.  A couple teams of Green Berets or SEALs or Rangers to help her team secure the objectives.  At this point she might as well wish for a herd of unicorns.  All those Special Forces troops were cowering in a prison camp or some other hole.
 
   Melanie had asked Kate about the survivors at St. Jerome’s, but from what Kate said there were only a handful capable of fighting and none of them had any actual training.  No matter how she looked at it, Melanie couldn’t see any way to pull it off without substantial casualties.  In a war casualties could be deemed “acceptable losses” but with things in such a fragile state there were no acceptable losses.  If any of the civilians died, the Super Squad Auxiliary would lose its shred of credibility.
 
   “Can’t sleep?” Diane asked from the kitchen.
 
   “I’m just thinking.”
 
   The assassin stepped into the dining room with two mugs of coffee.  She set one down in front of Melanie.  “It is quite a fix we’re in here.”
 
   “You think I was wrong to come here?”
 
   “All that Doolittle Raid stuff sounded good.  I suppose it worked out better for that bloke.”
 
   “So what should I do now, quit?  We’d lose face to the whole world.”
 
   Diane sipped from her mug.  She studied the maps.  “Tell me, mate, you ever play chess?”
 
   “I was president of the chess club in high school.  Back when I was still a boy.”
 
   “Then you know what the object of the game is, yeah?”
 
   “Capture the king.”  Melanie shook her head.  “We can’t do that.  We move on Carnage and she’ll have her troops kill the prisoners.”
 
   “That’s only if she can tell them.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Something like this, you don’t need the Super Squad Auxiliary.  You need an assassin.”  
 
   “Like you, for instance?”
 
   “I was thinking of Garlak, but your idea might work better.”
 
   “You think you can get in there and capture the king?”
 
   “Actually I was thinking we might get in there.”
 
   “You and me?”
 
   “Before they put Geiger in with me, Carnage and I shared a cell in the joint.  He was always the sort who let his little general do the thinking for him, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   “In the spy game they call it a ‘honey pot.’  It means you send a girl in there to seduce the bloke and then at the right moment she snuffs him out or steals the plans or what have you.”
 
   Melanie’s face turned warm at this.  “I don’t think I could do that.”
 
   “It’s not my first option either, love, but I don’t see much other choice.”
 
   With a sigh, she had to accept Diane was right.  This might be the only chance they had to save Atomic City without massive casualties.  “All right, let’s do it.”
 
   *** 
 
   In all her years as a man and now a woman, Diane had never felt so ridiculous.  She tried to smooth down her skirt, not that it would do much good.  The bloody thing barely covered her naughty bits.  It would be pretty obvious to anyone they passed she wasn’t wearing undergarments either. 
 
   Diane had used the honey pot before as a man.  There’d been some old bird at a resort in Jamaica whose husband wanted her out of the picture so he could marry his much-younger mistress without the messiness of a divorce.  Hitter plied the old bird with some drinks and cheap flattery; between that and the tight shirt and pants he’d been wearing, she wasted no time to invite him up.  He smothered her with a pillow before she even got her bra off, which he had considered a bonus.
 
   This would be far more humiliating.  She and Melanie were dressed in identical cheerleader outfits they’d taken from a high school gym.  The sweaters and skirts left little to the imagination.  They put their hair into matching pigtails and with some makeup Diane had painted freckles onto Melanie’s cheeks to make them look like if not identical twins then at least sisters.  
 
   Diane had to hope Carnage’s tastes hadn’t changed much in the last few years.  It was possible that becoming a woman might have made her yearn for men, in which case they should have brought Paul with them.  Diane didn’t find this very likely; she didn’t have any desire for men, even when she’d gotten a good look at the merman’s six-pack abs and that noticeable bulge beneath his loincloth.  The thought of it only made her jealous for when she’d possessed those attributes.
 
   Her thoughts were disrupted when she stumbled on the stiletto heels of her boots.  Melanie caught her before she could fall.  “These take some getting used to,” she said.  “It took me months before I could do it.”
 
   “I’d like to strangle whoever came up with these.”
 
   “I bet you liked to see women in them, didn’t you?”
 
   “So you’re saying the shoe’s on the other foot, yeah?”
 
   “Ha.  I suppose so.”
 
   “My grandma always said I’d get what was coming to me.”
 
   “What happened to her?”
 
   “Died a long time ago,” Diane said before she could stop herself.  “You trying to analyze me now?”
 
   “Just passing the time.  And it doesn’t hurt to know more about your team.”
 
   “There’s not much to know.  After she died, I bounced around a few homes, fell in with a bad crowd, and got myself a job killing people.”
 
   “Did you enjoy it?”
 
   “After a while you stop worrying about all that morality.  It becomes like any job.  Only it’s someone else’s time card getting punched.”
 
   “That’s a pretty crass attitude.  Those were real people.  They had families, people who loved them.”
 
   “And people who hated them enough to hire me.”
 
   Melanie came to a stop.  She looked Diane in the eyes.  “You want to know what I think?  I think you aren’t really that cold.  I think you’ve talked yourself into thinking that way so you can live with the guilt.”
 
   “Don’t try any of that Freudian bullshit on me.  You don’t know me.”
 
   “I do know you.  Robin—Midnight Spectre—is the same way.  Except she turned her hurt into something useful, to help the world.  I think you can do the same.”
 
   “A cape and tights isn’t my thing, love.  I prefer cold hard cash.”
 
   “Then why are you still here?  Don’t tell me you and Tonya haven’t thought up some ways around the devices I tagged you with.”
 
   “Maybe I’m protecting my business interests.  If the world goes to shit, there’s no need for someone like me anymore.”
 
   “Uh-huh,” Melanie said with such smugness that Diane wanted to punch her.  She started off again.  Grumbling curse words under her breath, Diane fell in behind her.
 
   *** 
 
   General Carnage had turned the Oppenheimer Hotel into her personal living quarters.  From what Kate King said, the warlord was ensconced on the top floor, in the presidential suite.  That had been part of the reason Melanie signed off on Diane’s plan; to get up there with the jetcopter would have made far too much noise.
 
   Instead they hoped to go in through the front door.  Melanie let Diane take the lead as they approached a pair of Stimmed up goons by the front doors.  They leered in unison at Diane and Melanie.  “You girls a little lost?” one asked.
 
   Diane ran a finger along her lips before she said in a flawless American accent, “We were hoping to see the general.  She said she was getting lonely.”
 
   “She didn’t tell us nothing,” one of the goons said.
 
   “She must have forgot,” Diane said.
 
   “The general wouldn’t forget you, honey.”  
 
   While Melanie braced herself to start running, Diane only pouted.  “You got us.  The general didn’t send for us.  We thought we’d surprise her, if you know what I mean.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  She don’t like surprises.”
 
   Diane actually rubbed up against the guard.  For someone who had only been a girl for a few days, she had a pretty firm grasp of the mechanics of seduction.  “I think she’ll like this surprise.”  Diane jerked her head slightly.  Melanie realized this was her cue to grind against the guard’s other side.  “And after she’s done, maybe we could spend some time with you.  What do you say?”
 
   “How about I sample the goods first?”
 
   Melanie froze at this, but Diane didn’t even flinch.  “Lead on, sweetheart.”
 
   *** 
 
   Diane locked the bathroom door and then closed it.  “That should hold those birds for a little while,” she said.
 
   Melanie sat on the bed, her body trembling.  She had seen a lot worse than a completely naked Diane knocking out one guard with a table lamp and the other with a telephone in the blink of an eye.  Yet she had never felt so frightened before.  
 
   Diane began to put on her cheerleader outfit again.  “It’s all over, love.  Now we go on up to the big cheese.”
 
   “They were going to rape us, weren’t they?”
 
   “I’m not sure it would really be rape.  We did lead them on a bit.”  Diane studied Melanie for a moment.  “Christ, you’re not a virgin, are you?”
 
   “No!  Robin and I did it all the time.”
 
   “You worried about being unfaithful to her?”
 
   “No.  I don’t know.”  Melanie hated herself for crying.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   Diane sat next to her on the bed and then put an arm around her.  “Come on, you can talk to Auntie Diane.”
 
   “I don’t know what’s wrong with me.  I guess I’m not cut out to be a secret agent.”
 
   “You can stay here and watch the prisoners if you want.”
 
   “No, I should go with you.  You’ll need me.”
 
   “If it helps, think of it like we’re in a play.  You’re playing the part of a slutty gold digger.”
 
   “Is it that easy?”
 
   “It does take some practice.  Like walking in these heels.”
 
   Melanie smiled at this.  “I guess so.”  She dabbed at her eyes and hoped her makeup wasn’t ruined.  “Do I look all right?”
 
   “It’ll be fine.  Try to follow my lead.”
 
   Melanie nodded.  She let Diane lead the way again as they went up the stairs to the penthouse.  A couple more guards waited for them there.  “Hey girls,” Diane said as she sashayed towards them.  “Your friends downstairs sent us up for the general.”
 
   “They didn’t tell us nothing.”
 
   “They were a little busy, if you know what I mean.”
 
   While Diane flirted with the guards, Melanie tried to stand as seductively as she could.  Her stomach began to churn and again her muscles tensed as she prepared to run.  This wasn’t going to work.  These guards weren’t going to let them in—
 
   “I’ll go check to make sure the general’s available,” one said.  She stepped into the suite.  Diane ran one hand along the other’s chest, fondling her breasts as they waited.  If this didn’t work, they would have a hell of a time getting out of here.  Most likely they’d be trapped—
 
   The door opened.  The guard motioned for Diane to go inside.  Melanie followed, hoping she didn’t trip or do anything equally stupid now.  She managed not to make a fool of herself as they entered the suite.
 
   With her flame-red hair and pale skin, the woman looked as if she could be Robin’s mom.  This prompted Melanie to blush.  She doubted Robin’s mom would have looked at them the way the general was.  “What do we have here?” she asked.
 
   “A little present from a grateful people,” Diane said.  She snuggled up against Melanie, whose blush intensified.  “How about we double your pleasure?”
 
   “You were reading my mind.”  General Carnage motioned for them to follow her through the lavish suite, into the bedroom.  Melanie’s steps became unsteady as she saw all the S&M paraphernalia the general had set up in the bedroom.
 
   “So where do we start?”
 
   Diane ran a hand along the general’s bare chest.  She gently pushed the woman down onto the bed.  “I was thinking you could sit there and watch my sister and me.  Then we can get a little more interactive.”
 
   Melanie had to force herself not to cry as Diane started to grind against her.  As the assassin kissed her neck, Melanie thought of Robin and how much she missed her.  With her eyes closed, she imagined Diane was Robin, that they were alone in her bedroom at the mansion.  It wasn’t until she heard another woman moan that she remembered where she was.
 
   Diane pulled away from Melanie to ease herself on the bed.  She positioned herself behind General Carnage, her hands running along the woman’s back.  “Don’t get too wet yet, honey,” Diane whispered.  “We’ve only just started.”
 
   Melanie did her best to gyrate seductively while Diane massaged the woman’s back.  There was no way for the general to see Diane take out the garrote she’d disguised as a hair tie.  To Melanie’s surprise the general actually smiled when Diane began strangling her.  “Yeah, do it harder,” she whispered.
 
   Melanie looked to Diane, who shrugged.  She stopped dancing and then said, “I don’t think you understand the situation, ‘General.’  I’m Outcast and this is my associate Hitter.  We’re from the Super Squad Auxiliary.”
 
   “And I’ve been a bad girl, haven’t I?  You going to punish me now?”
 
   “She’s a bit thick, this one,” Diane said in her British accent.  “Guess I shouldn’t be surprised by it.”
 
   Melanie went over to the general’s closet.  She was relieved to find a gray overcoat that looked more than big enough.  She slipped the overcoat on and then tied it as tight as she could.  She folded her arms over her chest.  “The game’s over, Carnage.  You’re going to free all the prisoners you’ve taken and tell your forces to stand down.”
 
   “Or what?”
 
   “Or I’ll strangle you,” Diane said.  “And trust me, love, there’s no safe word.”
 
   “You kill me and my girls will slaughter all those helpless prisoners.”
 
   “You might kill some, but the rest of my team is already in place to retake some of the camps.  You won’t get everyone,” Melanie bluffed.  She knew there were no acceptable casualties, but General Carnage didn’t know she knew that—or so she hoped.
 
   Diane tightened the garrote.  This added some incentive for the general to blink first.  “I’ll call them off, but don’t expect them to obey.”
 
   “I’m sure you can be convincing, love,” Diane said.  She surprised Melanie and the general by kissing the woman on the lips.  Diane loosened the garrote.  “Now, take us to the radio room.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16
 
   Kila had only been to Commander Sulfam’s office a half-dozen times before.  The commander himself didn’t visit the office much more frequently, which explained why if not for the name plaque on the desk no one might have known to whom the office belonged.  Sulfam shifted uncomfortably in his chair.  “You wished to discuss something, Lieutenant?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  I would like to recommend a mistrial in the Kor-Gan’s case.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I’ve obtained some information that casts new light on the case.”
 
   “Explain.”
 
   It was Kila’s turn to shift uncomfortably.  This could be the end of her career as a Peacekeeper, but she didn’t see where she had much choice.  “The Elders promised me information on the case.  When it was not delivered, I went to the Master Archive.”
 
   “Access to the Master Archive is forbidden for all but the most senior Peacekeepers.”
 
   “I know, sir.  I believed in this case it was necessary to aid my client’s defense.”
 
   “Your client is already guilty.”
 
   “I disagree, sir.”
 
   Sulfam snapped his claws impatiently.  “You’re starting to believe her lies?”
 
   “No, sir.  When I examined the information in the Master Archive, I discovered some of the files had been tampered with.”
 
   “That’s impossible.  Only the Elders can change information in the archive.”
 
   “I do not think the Elders are aware of this.  Certain files have been corrupted—all of them pertaining to the Kor-Gans.”
 
   “And you think that’s grounds for a mistrial?”
 
   “It should be grounds for at least a postponement so we can ascertain who is behind the tampering.”
 
   “Have you spoken with the archivist about this?”
 
   “Yes, sir.  He verified my findings.”
 
   “He’s probably the one who tampered with your files.”
 
   “No, sir.  The dates on some of these records are before Commander Slong’s assignment to the archives.”
 
   “He could still—”
 
   “I do not think such tampering is within his capabilities, sir.  Commander Slong and technology are largely incompatible.”
 
   “I see.  Then who do you suspect?”
 
   “I’m not sure.  I thought perhaps we could call in an expert—”
 
   “Impossible.  We cannot have some technician examining the archive.”
 
   “But, sir, this is a serious breach of security.”
 
   “The only breach of security was committed by you.  Now, Lieutenant, I suggest you prepare for the trial tomorrow.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”
 
   Kila got to her feet.  She forced herself to salute her superior officer.  They had worked together long enough that she could read the subtle twitching of his whiskers when she told him the news.  The twitches did not indicate surprise; they indicated fear.  The rest of the conversation, particularly Sulfam’s evasiveness, only confirmed her worst fear:  he had tampered with the files in the Master Archive.
 
   *** 
 
   Since she had recovered from the fight in the cafeteria, the Peacekeepers had put Starla into solitary confinement.  They called it “protective custody,” but there wasn’t much difference in Starla’s mind.  They wanted her out of sight to avoid riling up the rest of the prison.
 
   They didn’t give her any books to read or any form of computer to use.  They had finally agreed to find some paper and a pen for her.  The paper was thicker and slipperier than on Earth and the ink actually had chunks of something in it.  It was adequate enough for her purposes.
 
   She had about fifteen drafts of a letter to Billy.  She hoped Kila might be so kind as to deliver it to him.  The only trouble was she wasn’t exactly sure how to phrase her thoughts.  She had a degree in journalism, but writing from the heart was much more difficult.
 
   “Dear Billy,” she began again.  She wondered if she should consider something flowerier, like “My Love,” or “My One and Only.”  For now she let the line stand.
 
   “Before anything else, I want you to know how much I love you.  These last three years have been the greatest time in my life.  I had always felt like an outsider, like an alien, but your love made me feel like I belonged on Earth.”
 
   She stopped herself.  Was she focusing too much on her feelings?  This was the last time she would ever speak to Billy; she ought to focus on him.  With this in mind, she tried again.
 
   “Before anything else, I want you to know how much I love you.  These last three years have been the greatest time in my life.  You’ve been everything a girl could ever hope for in a boyfriend and then a fiancé and then a husband.”
 
   She stopped again.  They had only been married about twelve hours, so praising him as a husband seemed a bit disingenuous.  Why was she so bad at this?  Maybe she should ask Kila if the Peacekeepers had some greeting cards.  Maybe they had some alien poetry that would really knock Billy out.
 
   She giggled at this thought.  Then she shook her head.  All this solitude was starting to get to her.  At least in the Crystal Lair she had the robots and the hologram of her father.  She wished for that hologram now so the aliens might see he wasn’t some monster laying waste to numerous worlds.  They could see what a caring man he was, the kind who would sacrifice himself to save his son.
 
   The door to her cell opened.  A shaft of bright light blinded her.  She was still blinking to clear her eyes when she heard Kila say, “I have unfortunate news.”
 
   “You’re going to kill me.  I know that.”
 
   “More gallows humor?”
 
   “Just stating a fact.”
 
   “I see.  I have been working on your behalf.  It is because of this that I discovered the malfeasance.”
 
   Starla sat up on her bed.  “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Someone has tampered with the records on the Kor-Gans.  I believe it is my superior, Commander Sulfam.”
 
   “Why would he do that?”
 
   “I cannot say.  He would not have done it without reason.”
 
   “That’s nice to know.  So are they going to let me go?”
 
   “I asked for a mistrial, but since Sulfam is prosecuting the case—”
 
   “Can’t these Elders of yours let me go?”
 
   “There is no guarantee the Elders are not involved in this.”
 
   “So what do we do?”
 
   “I will plead on your behalf tomorrow.  If the Elders refuse to listen, then we will know they directed Sulfam to change the records.”
 
   “Great,” Starla said.  That wasn’t much hope, but it was better than nothing.
 
   That hope died when she heard Sulfam say, “Lieutenant Kila, you are under arrest for tampering with the Master Archive.”
 
   “What?  That is madness.  I told you of the tampering—”
 
   “You hoped to cast blame on someone else.  We know it was you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   Sulfam ignored the question.  “The Elders have directed me to place you under arrest.  You are hereby stripped of your rank and privileges.  You will be taken into custody until your trial date.”
 
   “You cannot do this!”
 
   “If you refuse to cooperate, we will use force.”
 
   Starla lunged at the blue alien.  “You leave her alone!  You’re the one behind this!”  
 
   He easily batted her aside with one claw.  Starla hit the metal wall, the room spinning around her.  As her head continued to swim, she watched a bubble form around Kila.  She hoped this meant the lieutenant was fighting back, but when it whisked her away with Sulfam behind her, she realized Kila had surrendered.  As the door to her cell shut, Starla wondered if she would ever see the alien again.
 
   *** 
 
   It took about six hours to get the presses running again.  While the technicians did that, Kate typed out a report on the liberation of Atomic City.  The headline would read simply, “FREEDOM!”  Then there would be her story describing how two of the Super Squad Auxiliary had infiltrated General Carnage’s entourage in order to take her captive.
 
   Kate ordinarily upheld the highest standards of truth in her reporting.  For this occasion, she decided to leave out a few details.  She thought it might tarnish the greatness of the raid if she mentioned Outcast and Hitter had disguised themselves as hookers and used their bodies to get into the general’s room to blackmail her.
 
   Instead, Kate would make it sound like a covert mission, similar to SEAL Team Six killing bin Laden.  She described the two brave girls repelling up the building so they could sneak into the penthouse.  Then they took on a half-dozen Stimmed up guards before they cornered General Carnage, who surrendered only after an hour-long gun battle.
 
   “This is all bullshit,” Hitter said.  She wadded up the printout Kate had given to her.  “It’s like some James Bond rip-off.”
 
   “Sometimes fiction is better than truth,” Outcast said.  She patted Kate on the shoulder.  “Thank you.  I know it’s unethical for a journalist to alter the facts, but this should really help.”
 
   “The truth is pretty impressive too,” Kate said.  “Two little girls armed with only a garrote bluffing their way into the dragon’s den.”
 
   “I suppose everyone’s a ‘little girl’ compared to you,” Hitter growled.
 
   “Sorry,” Kate said.  “I didn’t mean it like that.”
 
   “I know what you bloody well meant.  It’s a bunch of propaganda is what it is.”  The girl turned to Outcast.  “Is this what you heroes do?  Lie to make yourselves seem important?”
 
   “Desperate times,” Outcast said.
 
   “It’s bullshit!”  Hitter stomped off.  Kate heard something metal clank in the distance.
 
   “She’s pretty riled up.”
 
   “She’ll get over it.  How long until the first editions are ready?”
 
   “Should be another hour to get them run and another hour to have them packaged.  You going to distribute them to the camps?”
 
   “I have some better places in mind.”
 
   Kate left it at that.  Larry would handle all the details of the distribution.  For now Kate’s work was done.  “Do you have time for an interview?  It might help for people to know more about the girl trying to save the world.”
 
   Outcast actually blushed at this.  “There’s not much to say.  I’m trying to do the right thing—what the rest of the Super Squad would do if they were here.”
 
   “Where is the Super Squad?  If you don’t mind my asking.”
 
   “We think the Velocity Gals are dead,” Outcast said.  “Queen Neptune is still in Pacifica, seeing to things there.”
 
   “What about Apex Girl and your friend Midnight Spectre?”
 
   “I’m not sure what happened to them.  We haven’t got any word from either of them since before the disaster.”
 
   “Everyone knows you and Midnight Spectre are really close.  Did she really kill Captain Howe of the Redoubt City PD?”
 
   “No!  She would never do that.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I know her.  She would never kill anyone.”
 
   “Then why did she run?”
 
   “She was probably trying to find some evidence.”
 
   “Where do you think she is now?”
 
   “I don’t know.  If she was on the surface when the weapon went off, she’s probably a little girl somewhere.”
 
   “You think she might not have been on the surface?”
 
   “You never know with Midnight Spectre.  All I do know is she would never kill a police officer, especially not one who was a friend to her.  You can print that if you want.”
 
   “I might.  So how exactly did you decide to form this Super Squad Auxiliary?”
 
   “Someone needed to take a stand.  If no heroes were around then maybe villains would work.”
 
   “But why these three?  I mean, Hitter seems like a tough chick, but she’s not even in the top fifty supervillains out there.”
 
   “I think you can see why she was chosen.  She has a lot of important skills.”
 
   “And such a way with people.”
 
   “That too.”
 
   “I guess my next question is:  how did you find these girls?  From what I’ve heard, everyone hot-footed it out of Gitmo pretty quick.”
 
   Outcast sagged onto a chair.  When she looked down at her feet, she suddenly appeared very young and vulnerable, far too much so to be the leader of a superhero team.  “I hope you can keep this between us, but I’ll understand if you can’t.  I’ve asked too much of you already.”  The girl sighed and then said, “Hitter, Neanderthal, and Ion Man attacked our headquarters.  It was Ion Man who killed the Velocity Gals.  Hitter would have killed me, but I managed to get to an escape pod.  That’s why I wasn’t affected.”
 
   “You ran away?”
 
   “I didn’t have much choice.  There were four of them and one of me.”
 
   “Four?”
 
   “Killer Whale was there too.  Her sister took her back to Pacifica.”
 
   “So did these three set the weapon off?”
 
   “No!  They were only a distraction.  Someone else triggered it.”
 
   “Who?”  Outcast said nothing, but from the tears springing up in her eyes, Kate had a good guess.  “It was Midnight Spectre, wasn’t it?  She would have had access to the weapon, wouldn’t she?”
 
   “Yes.  She broke them out of Gitmo to stage the attack on our base and then while we were all busy, she triggered the weapon.”
 
   “And you don’t know where she is now?”
 
   “She has a submarine.  There’s no way for us to track her, not without Queen Neptune’s help.”
 
   “She’s still out there, then?”
 
   “Yes.  And no, I don’t know what her endgame is.  There might not be one.  She might have gone completely mad.  I don’t know.”
 
   “So all this, are you doing it out of misplaced guilt?  Trying to atone for her sins?”
 
   “No.  I’m doing it because there’s no choice.  I couldn’t sit by and let the world destroy itself.”
 
   Kate studied the girl’s face for a moment.  “I believe you.”  She put a hand on Outcast’s shoulder.  “It’s amazing what you’ve managed to accomplish so far.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   “I’m sorry about Midnight Spectre.”
 
   “So am I.”
 
   Kate watched the girl trudge away as if she carried the world on her shoulders.  At the moment that wasn’t far from the truth.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie landed the jetcopter on the roof of the Star’s offices.  She and Paul had just returned from a run to Redoubt City.  Borrowing from an old CIA tactic, they had dumped copies of the Atomic City Star from the jetcopter, dispersing them all over Redoubt City.  There was no guarantee anyone would actually read the papers, but those who did would know someone was out there fighting for them.
 
   Tonya had already made a run to Washington DC for the same purpose.  If they got the chance, they would hit other cities along the eastern seaboard and then perhaps go inland.  It wasn’t nearly as efficient as a TV broadcast, but at this point it might be more effective.
 
   The moment she opened the door to the newsroom, Tonya grabbed her arm.  “You’d better check this out, boss.  We really touched a nerve.”
 
   On the television screen was a voluptuous blond woman with a crown perched on her head.  This must be Rad Geiger, the so-called Queen of the World.  Geiger held up a copy of the Star Tonya had dropped on Washington.  “This unprovoked attack on our sovereignty will not be allowed to stand.”
 
   The camera panned to a half-dozen blocks of ice.  A young Asian woman stood next to these, leering.  Melanie squinted to make out bodies within the ice.  She had a good idea who was inside before Geiger said, “My associate, the lovely Miss Icicle, has put the president, vice-president, speaker of the House, secretary of state, chairwoman of the joint chiefs, and defense secretary on ice.”
 
   The camera pulled back to reveal the blocks of ice were stationed over a vat of molten steel.  “Every hour I will push one of these ice cubes into the hot soup below, unless the Super Squad Auxiliary surrenders and accepts my dominion over the world.  To prove I’m serious—”
 
   Melanie watched in horror as Geiger shoved one of the blocks of ice off the pedestal.  It tumbled into the molten liquid below.  The ice rapidly melted, until a woman in an ill-fitting general’s uniform was unthawed.  She screamed for a few long seconds, until she finally disappeared.
 
   “Jesus Christ,” Paul whispered.  “That bitch is crazy.”
 
   The camera returned to Geiger, who grinned.  “You have sixty minutes, Miss Outcast.  I will receive you on the steps of the Lincoln Memorial.”
 
   “Long live Queen Geiger!” Icicle shouted.  Then the screen went blue.
 
   “Was that live?”
 
   “No,” Tonya said.  “It aired ten minutes ago.”
 
   “Then we have fifty minutes to get to DC.”
 
   *** 
 
   In the air, they tried to come up with a plan.  Tonya said, “I was able to trace the signal.  It didn’t originate from DC.  As you can guess, not a lot of steel mills in the capital.  They’re holding the president and the others at the old Scheffler Steel Mill in Baltimore, near Chesapeake Bay.”
 
   “So we go in and rescue them before the next deadline, yeah?” Diane said.
 
   “Not so fast, sweetheart.  You know Geiger.  Bitch loves her some radioactive bugs.  That mill is going to be crawling with radioactive creepy crawlies and unlike the comics they aren’t going to give you superhuman powers.”
 
   “Me not care,” Garlak rumbled.
 
   “I didn’t think you would, big stuff.  Garlak’s hide is probably too damned thick for any radioactive bugs to penetrate.”
 
   “You want to send her in there alone?” Melanie asked.  She imagined Garlak would end up wrecking the whole place, inadvertently killing the rest of the hostages in the process.
 
   “I’ll go with her,” Tonya said.  “My suit is shielded from radiation.  We’ll hit the place while the rest of you go to the Lincoln Memorial.”
 
   “Geiger’s smart enough to count to five,” Diane said.  “She’ll know you aren’t there.”
 
   “Au contraire, mi amor,” Tonya said.  “She’ll see all five of us thanks to these neat holograms I’m whipping up.  So long as you don’t need them to do more than stand there, they should fool her long enough.”
 
   Melanie rubbed her temple as she considered this.  It seemed like a risky, half-baked plan, but so had all their other plans to this point.  She couldn’t see any alternative except to let the hostages die.  “Any objections?” she asked.  No one said anything.  “Then let’s do it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17
 
   Robin pointed to the roller coaster as cars of people screamed by.  “Mommy, I wanna go on that!”
 
   “No, sweetie.  You’re too little for the roller coaster.”
 
   “I am not!”  Robin stamped her foot for emphasis.  “I’m a big girl.”  She had just celebrated her seventh birthday a week ago.  Already her baby teeth had started to fall out, beginning with her front ones.  She pointed to the gap in her teeth.  “See!”
 
   Mommy tousled Robin’s hair.  “I know, sweetie, but you aren’t big enough for grown up rides yet.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “Well, you have to be as tall as Mommy or Daddy in order to ride them.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because the nice people who run the amusement park don’t want any little girls to fall out of the cars and get hurt.”
 
   “I’m not going to fall out of the car.  I’ll be really, really careful.  Please?”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie.  It’s for your own good.”
 
   “No fair!” Robin wailed, tears bubbling up in her eyes.
 
   “How about we go ride the carousel again?  You like the carousel don’t you?”
 
   “But it’s for babies.”
 
   “How about a corn dog?  Or some elephant ears?”
 
   “No!  I wanna ride the roller coaster!”
 
   “Robin Jane Holloway, if you don’t stop this, I’ll take you right home.”
 
   “But Mommy—”
 
   “No buts, young lady.”
 
   Robin looked down at her feet.  “I’m sorry, Mommy.  Can I still ride the carousel?”
 
   “Of course you can.”
 
   Robin took her mother’s hand.  She skipped along towards the carousel, her stuffed unicorn Snowmane pressed to her chest.  So far the carnival had been so much fun, even if she could only go on the baby rides.  She got to eat cotton candy and elephant ears and corn dogs.  A clown had even painted her face to look like a pretty tiger.
 
   The carousel had stopped by the time they got up to it.  Robin broke away from her mother to find the prettiest horse, a white unicorn like Snowmane.  She tried to get on the unicorn, but she was too little to do it by herself.  Instead she pointed frantically at it and stamped her feet.  “Mommy, Mommy, this one!”
 
   “I’m coming, sweetie.”
 
   Mommy pretended to groan as she helped Robin onto the carousel.  “You want me to hold Snowmane for you?”
 
   “No.  She wants to ride with me.”
 
   “I think you should use both hands to hold onto the pole.”
 
   “But Mommy—”  Mommy cleared her throat to cut Robin off.  She handed over her stuffed toy.  “Be careful with her.”
 
   “I will.”  Mommy tousled Robin’s hair.  “You be a good girl now.”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   Other kids began to board the carousel.  An older girl with her face painted like a kitty sat on the horse across from her.  “Hi,” Robin said.
 
   “Hi.”
 
   “I’m Robin.  It’s a bird.”
 
   “I know,” the girl snapped.  She grinned slightly to say, “I’m Kitty, like a kitty.”
 
   Robin giggled at this.  “Tigers are kitties too, but they’re big kitties.”
 
   “That’s true.”
 
   The carousel started to move, organ music playing loudly.  Robin didn’t like the music; it was so loud she couldn’t talk to her new friend.  She wished she could have Snowmane with her; she would like the carousel.
 
   As the carousel made its first circle, Robin waved to Mommy and Snowmane.  With the second circle, the ride began to speed up.  She decided it took only two-thirds the time as the first circle, using the fractions Daddy had taught her with flashcards.  She waved again to Mommy and Snowmane.
 
   Again the carousel sped up.  Robin had to keep both hands on the pole now like Mommy had warned her about.  She looked over at Kitty, whose face had begun to turn green on the edges.  She looked ready to barf at any second.  “Are you all right?” Robin shouted.  The music was too loud for her to hear what Kitty said.
 
   It took another pass for Kitty to barf.  The worst part was it splattered all over her, staining her pretty dress and smearing the whiskers on her cheek.  Kitty started to cry.  Robin wanted to say something comforting, but she couldn’t with this loud music.  Her stomach was beginning to churn from all this spinning.  How much longer until the ride ended?
 
   The next time they came around, she shouted, “I want off, Mommy!”  She couldn’t be sure if Mommy heard her or not.  The ride got even faster.  Next to her, Kitty was spitting up yellow stuff while she sobbed.  
 
   “I wanna get off!” Kitty shrieked.
 
   “You can’t,” Robin said.  “It’s going too fast.”
 
   Kitty didn’t hear her.  She let go of the pole and then rolled off the horse.  She was thrown backwards, into the nose of a brown horse.  Kitty went down on her knees.  She crawled towards the edge.  “No!” Robin shouted.  The girl still didn’t hear her.  Robin thought about letting go to try to save Kitty, but she couldn’t.  If she let go, she would get hurt too.
 
   She could only watch as Kitty reached the edge of the carousel.  She rolled off the edge, but not fast enough to escape.  For a horrible instant Robin watched as her new friend was sucked beneath the ride.  The carousel bumped a few times.  Smoke came from underneath it.  Finally it came to a stop.
 
   Robin needed a few moments for her head to stop swimming.  Then she launched herself from the unicorn.  She landed hard on her knees, but she didn’t care.  “Kitty!” she wailed.  
 
   She started to jump from the carousel, but rough hands seized her.  She was swung up to face a terrifying clown dressed in black with equally black hair.  The nasty clown grinned at her with gross yellow teeth.  “Looks like curiosity killed the Kitty,” she said and then began to cackle.
 
   “Mommy!” Robin shrieked.  She squirmed in the mean clown’s grip until she finally put Robin down.  Robin ran sobbing into Mommy’s arms.
 
   “What’s wrong, sweetie?”
 
   “Kitty died.”
 
   “Who’s Kitty?”
 
   “My friend.  She was on the horsy next to me.  Then the carousel kept going faster and faster until she jumped off and got pulled under.  And then a mean clown told me curiosity killed Kitty and laughed.”
 
   “Now, sweetheart, you shouldn’t make up stories like that.”
 
   “It’s not a story!  It really happened.”  Robin pointed to the carousel.  “She’s under there!”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  No one’s under there.”
 
   Robin pointed again, but now she saw people getting on the carousel as if nothing had happened.  Maybe nothing had happened.  Maybe she had imagined the whole thing.  She continued to think that until she saw the nasty clown in black.  The mean girl winked at her and put a finger to her lips.  Then she cackled again, prompting Robin to bury her face against Mommy’s shoulder.
 
   *** 
 
   It took Allison and Sally five seconds to get from Redoubt City to Detroit, but it would take Midnight Spectre much longer.  Until then, they had the place to themselves, so long as no more “hunters” showed up for them.  If so, they were going to be in big trouble.
 
   To pass the time, they walked along a path by the river.  Allison had visited Detroit once for a conference back when she had been a grown man.  She hadn’t strayed far from the casino hotel that was hosting the conference.  Not because she had liked to gamble, but because Sally had been seven months pregnant.  Any minute Allison had expected a call saying Sally had gone into labor or something terrible had happened to the baby.
 
   “I guess there wasn’t much here for Omega to destroy,” Sally said.
 
   “I guess not.”
 
   “You really believe all that stuff about a killer planet eating everyone on Earth?”
 
   “It’s not beyond the realm of possibility.”
 
   “No more than a ray that can change your sex, right?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “It doesn’t make sense why we ended up here.”
 
   “It was probably the ion charge he hit us with.”
 
   “And that sent us twenty years into the future?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe that combined with our superspeed opened a hole in space-time.”
 
   “Sounds like a decent theory.”
 
   Sally stopped to lean against a railing.  Across the still water was Ontario, which didn’t look any livelier than Detroit.  Allison turned to Sally only to see she was crying.  “What’s wrong?”
 
   “I was thinking of Jenny.  She must have been so scared.  She was all alone and here the world was ending around her.  There was no one there to hold her hand or tell her it would be OK.”
 
   “Sally—”
 
   “We were supposed to protect her.  She’s our daughter.  Instead we were being beamed into the future by some criminal.”
 
   “If Midnight Spectre is right, we can go back.  We can save her this time.”
 
   “Even if we do, so what?  We’ll still be leaving her alone at night or with a babysitter so we can play superhero.”
 
   “Sally—”
 
   “You don’t understand.  Jenny came from my body.  I carried her for nine months inside me.  When I looked into her eyes the first time I promised I would take care of her.  But when she really needed me, I wasn’t there.”
 
   “We’ll save her.  I promise.”
 
   “What about the next time we’re called away on some mission?  What happens then?”
 
   “Are you saying you want to quit?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Maybe.”
 
   “Sally, please.  The world needs you.”
 
   “Jenny needs me.”
 
   “How about if I quit?  I can stay home with her at night.  I’m just the sidekick.”
 
   “I couldn’t let you do that.”  Sally sighed and then forced a smile to her face.  “I suppose I’m putting the cart before the horse.  We haven’t even gotten back yet.”
 
   “We will.”
 
   “I hope so.  I don’t think I could live with myself knowing I abandoned my little girl.”
 
   “Me either.”
 
   They continued to walk around the city.  Allison kept looking up for any sign of the hunters they’d run into in Denver.  How long would it take for them to figure out there were humans in Detroit?  Had Omega left any satellites behind to watch the surface?  She really should have asked Robin those questions.
 
   Their communicators came to life.  “I’m about ten minutes out.  Should give you girls plenty of time to beat me there.”
 
   “We’ll be there,” Allison said.
 
   They sped across the city, into the suburbs.  They stopped in front of a mechanic’s shop.  Allison ducked before a missile could take her head off.  She rolled to her feet, her fists clenched.  “Enough of this bullshit!”
 
   “Ally, no!”
 
   Allison raced forward to punch the hunter in the chest.  She accelerated the molecules of her fist enough that it went through the armor plating, into the robot’s innards.  Allison yanked out a handful of circuits she hoped would be important.  The robot sputtered, its red eyes blinking.  Then it finally sagged forward.
 
   Sally did the same to another hunter.  It collapsed next to its fellow.  They looked around, but there weren’t any others.  Sally grinned at her.  “Maybe now you’ll believe you’re the one in charge.”
 
   Allison’s face turned warm.  “I was just mad.”
 
   “You should get mad more often.”
 
   “Yeah, I might,” she said as Midnight Spectre’s plane came to a stop on a roof across the street.  Before the old woman had reached the ground, Allison grabbed her by the front of her costume.  She hurled the old woman down to the roof, where she gasped with pain.  “You son of a bitch!  You tricked us!”
 
   “I didn’t.”
 
   “How else did they know we were coming here?”
 
   “They must have listened—”
 
   Allison kicked the old woman in the ribs.  “Bullshit!  We never said our location.  The only way they could have been here waiting for us was if someone told them.  And since there are only three of us and I know Sally isn’t that stupid, process of elimination leaves you.”
 
   “All right!  Stop kicking me.  I’m an old woman for Christ’s sake.”
 
   “Start talking.”
 
   “Omega and I had an understanding.  I could live so long as I stayed here—by myself.  If he found out there were others, he’d have me killed.”
 
   “So you set us up,” Sally said.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t have a choice.  They’ve already seen you.  Someone will report back to him soon.  If you’re not gone, I’ll be dead.”
 
   “Why’d you save us then?” Sally asked.
 
   “I needed to know where you came from.  If there were more of you.”
 
   “Now that you’re sure, you created this little trap for us.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Tears bubbled up in Sally’s eyes.  “We can’t go back, can we?  You lied to us.”  It was her turn to kick the old woman.  She unleashed a flurry of superspeed kicks that had Midnight Spectre coughing up blood.
 
   “No!  Stop!  I didn’t…I didn’t lie.”
 
   “If you didn’t lie, then why try to kill us?”
 
   “Because that would guarantee my safety.  This other way, if it doesn’t work—”
 
   “How can we trust you?” Allison asked.  “You’ve already betrayed us twice.  You betrayed this whole planet!”
 
   “You’re a scientist.  You decide if it can work or not.  I’m just a feeble old woman.”  Allison noted the “feeble” old woman’s hand going down to her belt; Allison grabbed it before it could find whatever it was aiming for.
 
   “You can’t help yourself, can you?”
 
   “You don’t understand!” Midnight Spectre wailed.  “I’ve been here so long.  I don’t want to live, but I don’t want to die either.”
 
   “This is a waste of time,” Sally said.  “Let’s throw her off the roof already.”
 
   “We can’t do that.  Then we aren’t any better than her.  Find some rope or something.”
 
   While Sally searched for something to bind Midnight Spectre with, Allison had the unpleasant job of stripping the old woman.  She was horrified to see the woman beneath the costume was as wrinkled and liver-spotted as Allison’s grandma had been when she had broken out of the old folk’s home naked as a newborn.
 
   “Oh God,” Sally said and gagged.  She tied the old woman’s hands behind her back with a length of chain, followed by her legs.
 
   “Let’s see you get out of that.”
 
   They left the old woman sobbing on the rooftop while they went to inspect Ion Man’s workshop.
 
   *** 
 
   The lock was easy enough to break even without superspeed after all these years in the elements.  Sally pushed the door up to let them inside.  “Are you sure about leaving her there?  She might have a transmitter in her teeth or something.”
 
   “Let’s hope not.”  They fanned out to search the building.  There were the hydraulic lifts and other equipment native to a mechanic’s shop.  In what was supposed to be a storage room they found the real workshop, where Ion Man had worked on his combat armor.
 
   There were still chunks of metal on the floor from the last time he’d been here.  Stranger yet was the halo of blue paint on the floor.  Allison didn’t remember any blue on Ion Man’s suit.  Had he built another one after they disappeared?
 
   “I don’t see anything here that’s going to help,” Sally said.  “There’s not a gun like the one he zapped us with.”
 
   Allison looked around.  Sally was right.  There was no sign of his gun or anything that looked like pieces of it.  “Maybe he left some blueprints somewhere,” she suggested.  They tore apart the file cabinets to no avail.  “That son of a bitch lied to us.”
 
   “There’s a shock,” Sally said, rolling her eyes.  “What now?”
 
   “There’s one thing left to try.”
 
   Allison led the way back up to the rooftop across the street where Midnight Spectre’s disgusting body was still tied up.  Allison tried not to look too hard at the old woman as she said, “What happened to Ion Man after we left?”
 
   “She joined Melanie’s Super Squad Auxiliary.  They were doing a pretty good job getting things back on track—until Omega showed up to ruin the party.  They didn’t have a chance against that.  No one did.”
 
   “I can see that.  Where did she die?”
 
   “Back home in Redoubt City.  They made their last stand on Finger Island.”
 
   “And you watched, right?”
 
   “Like it would have made a difference.  Can you let me go now?”
 
   “You can get yourself out.  You’re Midnight Spectre.”
 
   Allison and Sally left Midnight Spectre to scream after them.  “That was cold,” Sally said.
 
   “She had it coming.”
 
   “You really think we’ll find anything there?”
 
   “Stranger things have happened.”
 
   They came to a stop on Finger Island, in the midst of what had once been an amusement park.  Most of it was overgrown with weeds now.  Allison’s stomach churned as she saw the bones lying on a muddy plain.  She had seen dead bodies before, but never this many.
 
   “It was a massacre,” Sally whispered.
 
   Allison could only nod.  She stepped among the bodies, getting sicker with every step.  Why hadn’t that lazy old bitch ever done something about this?  Why had she left them here to turn to dust?  Melanie especially deserved better than that; she had always been such a sweetheart, so kind and gentle—
 
   Allison dropped to her knees.  Sally knelt down beside her.  “It’s all right.  Let it out.”
 
   “You were right,” Allison whispered.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Everyone died and we weren’t here.  Jenny.  Melanie.  They’re dead.”
 
   “I know, honey.  I know.”
 
   Through her tear-filled eyes, Allison noted a streak of blue like that of the paint on the floor.  She lurched out of Sally’s grip to stumble over to the spot.  She sank down beside another corpse, this one dressed in metal armor that was mostly intact.  Allison wiped furiously at her eyes so she could make sure.
 
   “It’s her,” she said.
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “I’m positive.”  Allison hefted the corpse’s right arm; in the hand was clutched the weapon Ion Man had used on them, the one that had sent them to the future.  “Here it is.”
 
   “We’d better get it and go before someone finds us.”
 
   “Right.”  Allison felt like a ghoul as the girl’s hand snapped off at the wrist, the gun still clutched in her fingers.  “I’m sorry,” she mumbled as she accelerated her molecules to snap the woman’s fingers off.  Then she hefted the rifle and turned away.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18
 
   The jetcopter landed by the reflecting pool at the National Mall.  Tonya had already bailed out, carrying an enraged Garlak in a cargo net.  Melanie didn’t envy Icicle if she was still there; a pissed-off cavewoman was not much fun to deal with.
 
   “Let’s hope this works,” Diane muttered as they stepped out of the jetcopter.
 
   “We’ll find out,” Melanie said.  She strapped the hologram projector, disguised as an ordinary backpack, to her back.  She waited until she was down the ramp before she triggered the projector.  Behind her, an image of Ion Girl appeared.  It seemed lifelike enough to Melanie.  How long it could fool Geiger she had no idea.
 
   It wasn’t much of a surprise to find Geiger at the top of the Lincoln Memorial steps.  Where she’d found the brass band, Melanie didn’t want to know.  The band launched into a chaotic version of “Pop Goes the Weasel.”
 
   “Is she serious?” Diane asked.
 
   “I suppose so.  Let’s keep going.”  Paul walked ahead of them, his bulkier body helping to shield the hologram projectors.  As they started up the steps, Melanie felt her knees quiver.  There was no way this would work.  Even someone as delusional as Geiger could see through a ruse this obvious.
 
   Geiger signaled for the band to stop as Melanie reached the top step.  The so-called Queen of the World sat atop a golden throne she’d probably liberated from the Smithsonian.  “Ah, there you are.  Kneel before your new queen.”
 
   “I should have you know, as a citizen of Pacifica I am not bound by your authority,” Paul said.  “I have come here with my friends as an envoy of Queen Neptune.”
 
   “That hag is no queen!” Geiger roared.  “She is nothing more than the mayor of a squalid underwater village.”
 
   “She is the rightful ruler of Pacifica and everything beneath the waves.”
 
   “For now.  Once I have consolidated my power here, then we will see.”
 
   “There’s no need for that.  Queen Neptune has no quarrel with you.  You’ve done her a favor by deposing the United States government.  They’re the ones who killed her husband and mother.  She’ll be pleased now that they’re gone.”
 
   “What do I care about that?”
 
   “You said you need to consolidate your power.  Think of what an army of men like me could do, the havoc we could wreak on this world now.”
 
   Geiger shifted on her throne and cupped her chin in one hand as she weighed this.  None of this had been in the plan, but Melanie realized Paul was ad-libbing to buy them some time.  The longer they kept Geiger occupied, the longer until she realized they were tricking her.  That would give Tonya and Garlak longer to save the hostages.
 
   “What would your queen want for your services?”
 
   “I can’t really speak for the queen, but my guess is she wouldn’t want more than a non-aggression pact that would give her complete dominion of the oceans.”
 
   “What?  I am Queen of the World!  It all belongs to me!”
 
   “She would be happy to let you keep everything above the waves.  The rest she would keep.”
 
   “And how do I know your queen won’t betray me?  If I let your warriors come ashore, how do I know they’ll go home?”
 
   “Pacificans have no love for the surface.  I spent over thirty-five years on land and even I’ve seen how much better it is to live underwater.  It’s so calm and peaceful down there.  The food leaves a little to be desired, but you get used to it.”
 
   “This is something to consider.  When could I meet your queen?”
 
   “It would take a couple of days for me to return to Pacifica and consult with her.”
 
   “You can take your leave, after I’ve dealt with your friends.”  Geiger glared at Melanie.  “On your knees, fools.”
 
   Melanie got down on her knees.  She hoped Tonya and Garlak didn’t need much more time, as they were about out of it here.
 
   *** 
 
   Tonya hadn’t been on a flight this rough since she’d gotten caught in a thunderstorm over St. Louis eight years ago.  He had flown into the storm on purpose to test whether the armor could handle a sudden electrical surge—like being struck by lightning.  He learned it could—after he threw up seven times into his helmet.
 
   This time she wasn’t likely to be struck by lightning.  Her stomach was remaining calm, at least for now.  The roughness was from the four-hundred-pound cavewoman thrashing in a net beneath her.  “Would you stop that already?” Tonya shouted.  “We’re almost there!”
 
   It didn’t do any good; Garlak continued fighting against the net, despite that if she succeeded in her efforts she’d wind up a smear on the Beltway.  No one ever credited Neanderthal with brains.
 
   After a couple more minutes, the steel mill came into sight.  It was mostly recognizable because it was the only building with smoke coming from its stacks.  She checked her helmet display to see they had two minutes before the next government Popsicle would get tossed into the soup.
 
   God, had her plans been this megalomaniacal back when she’d been a man?  She thought back throughout her career.  Besides helping Inertia try to bring down Velocity Man, Tonya had stuck mostly to the fringes of the supervillain world.  Hostage-taking was something he had always avoided because then you had to shelter, feed, and take a bunch of people to the potty; it was like babysitting a group of toddlers.  
 
   And he hadn’t done any of that Dr. Evil shit of building a death ray or stealing a nuclear weapon.  His biggest job had been to hijack a freighter loaded with valuable antiques.  What the hell had he thought with that one?  There would have been no way to unload that stuff for probably twenty years.  Trying to take it on water had guaranteed Lord Neptune would show up for his sorry butt.
 
   So far being a superhero had it all over being a supervillain.  Sure the pay sucked but it was pretty cool when some cute girl threw herself at you when you saved her.  It had felt good to watch all those prisoners in Atomic City emerge from their pens.  She could definitely get behind this gig—
 
   A half-dozen warning lights went off as the armor froze.  The temperature gauge went from a balmy eighty-seven inside the suit to a nipple-hardening twenty-four in seconds.  The engines seized up completely, dropping her like an iceball towards the ground below.
 
   “Crap,” she muttered through chattering teeth.  She’d let herself space out so Icicle could get the jump on her.  Well, she would show the frigid bitch a thing or two once the de-icer got humming—
 
   Except from her projections she was going to hit the ground before the engines could de-ice and restart.  Garlak was about on the ground already.  I guess she’s finally getting her wish.
 
   A few seconds later the gyroscope in the helmet started to go crazy.  From the gyroscope and the topsy-turviness of her stomach, Tonya knew she was spinning through the air.  How the hell had that happened?  Garlak, you beautiful Neanderthal, she thought a second before she slammed through a factory wall.
 
   The armor protected Tonya from any serious injury, though she would probably have a few bruises in the morning that would make any doctor think she had an abusive boyfriend.  Her plunge through the wall had the benefit of knocking loose most of the ice from her armor.  More of it cracked as she got to her feet.
 
   She looked up to see the blocks of ice from the video.  With hesitant steps she made her way towards the vat of molten steel.  It wouldn’t be long now until Icicle dropped another.  She might try to drop them all now that she knew the jig was up.  
 
   A warning sounded in her helmet.  This had nothing to do with the cold.  As expected, Geiger had left some of her irradiated bees in here.  Why she was so obsessed with these things, Tonya had no idea.  They were like something out of a 50s science fiction movie.  She didn’t have any time to play with them, not right now.
 
   “You’re too late!” Icicle shouted.  She shoved a block of ice over the edge.
 
   “Shit.”  Tonya tried to ignite the jets, but an error message came up.  They were still iced up.  
 
   She could try to shoot the block of ice to change its direction—
 
   Help arrived in the form of a cavewoman with a steel girder held like an oversized baseball bat.  Garlak swung the girder with a mighty roar.  The end of it connected solidly with the block of ice.  The giant ice cube tumbled away from the vat.  It didn’t tumble quite enough, the end of it striking the edge of the vat.  For a moment Tonya worried the block of ice might still fall in, until it toppled over, onto the floor.
 
   “Home run!” she shouted to Garlak.  The irradiated bees came down at them now.  Garlak tried to smash them with her hands, but that wasn’t doing much good.  “Get behind me, big stuff!”
 
   For once the cavewoman heeded the call of common sense.  She rumbled towards Tonya, the bees in hot pursuit.  “Time for a little pest control,” Tonya said as she pulled the trigger on her rifle.
 
   She was glad the barrel of the rifle wasn’t jammed up from ice.  A blue cloud of light erupted from the barrel to envelop most of the bees.  They disappeared in a tiny series of supernovas.  A few remained buzzing around, but they wouldn’t be much danger.  “See if you can clean those up.  I’m going up top.”
 
   The engines had finally de-iced enough that she could trigger them.  They hesitated for a moment before she rocketed up towards the roof.  Icicle was up there, waiting to use her freeze power again.  Not this time, Tonya thought.
 
   From out of the right arm came a grappling hook and length of rope.  This wrapped itself around Icicle’s feet.  Tonya hovered before her.  She lifted the visor of the helmet so Icicle could see her triumphant grin.  “Go ahead and freeze me.  We’ll both end up as part of the soup course.”
 
   “Never!”  She did the only thing possible; she tried to freeze the rope.  That wouldn’t do any good; the steel fiber cable would only turn brittle at about absolute zero.  Icicle continued to struggle with it for a few seconds.  “You bitch!”
 
   “You’re one to talk.  Now, here’s what you’re going to do:  you’re going to turn yourself into a nifty ice sculpture.”
 
   “Why would I do that?”
 
   “It’s either that or see if you can swim in molten steel.”
 
   Icicle considered this proposition.  Then her body began to turn blue.  Ice radiated from her until it formed a neat rectangular prism like her prisoners.  The cable was still attached, but that was easy enough to fix.
 
   Tonya descended back to the floor, where Neanderthal was swatting at the bees.  “Afraid we need to take another ride,” Tonya said.
 
   “No like flying.”
 
   “I don’t like you flying either, but there’s not much choice.”
 
   While they were in midair, Tonya triggered the radio.  “We’re all set here, boss.  Zero casualties.”
 
   There were only two clicks in response.  Melanie must still be hanging with Geiger.  That would be easy enough to fix too.  Tonya smiled to herself.  This superhero thing was pretty damned awesome.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19
 
   Killer Whale had no idea what day it was or how long she had been in the dungeon.  There was no sun in Pacifica to tell the passage of time.  There was no clock in her cell and she never saw any watches on the wrists of the guards who shoved her food in.  As a woman she couldn’t even grow a beard to help her gauge how long she had been in here.
 
   She started to wonder if her sister were hoping to bore her to death.  That or the fool thought days—or weeks—of isolation would drive Killer Whale to surrender.  If so, she had another thing coming.  After all, a Pacifican noble was never truly alone so long as she was underwater; she could still hear the thoughts of the fish that passed by.  
 
   At the moment she listened to a school of flounder.  The fish didn’t think in actual words so much as vague impressions that were translated as images in Killer Whale’s mind.  She had little interest in what they said; she only cared about their sense of freedom as they swam through the city.  So long as she could feel that, she could remember what it was like to swim the ocean depths uninhibited by walls or bars.
 
   The slit in the door opened.  Killer Whale stared at it, waiting for more food to slip into the room.  It didn’t seem like feeding time, but then she had spent hours with the flounder.  As she waited, no food came through the slot.
 
   With a sigh, she finally rolled out of bed to swim over to the door.  It was probably a guard checking on her to make sure she was still alive.  Or maybe it was her sister for the same reason.
 
   Instead, she saw a chubby toddler with orange-red hair and cheeks dotted with freckles.  The girl gasped and then swam backwards, her gold-trimmed white gown bunching around her.  Though they had never met, Killer Whale knew who this was:  it was her niece, Ariel.
 
   “Don’t be afraid, little one.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   The girl edged closer.  She sucked on a thumb for a moment, taking it out to say, “You don’t look like a monster.”
 
   “Did your mother tell you I’m a monster?”
 
   “No.  Ursula told me.”
 
   “Who’s Ursula?”
 
   “She takes care of me when Mama has to go away.”
 
   “Does Ursula or your mother know you’re here?”  The girl shook her head.  Killer Whale said, “You should go home then.  The dungeons are not a safe place for babies.”
 
   “I’m not a baby!” Ariel shouted.  She belied this by jamming her thumb in her mouth.  She took it out again to say, “If you’re not a monster, why are you in there?”
 
   “Ask your mother, child.  I have no time for such prattle.”  She did in fact have all the time in the world; she had no patience to deal with a toddler.
 
   “Ursula says you hurt people.”
 
   “I suppose I did.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t have to explain myself to a child.”
 
   “Do so.  I’m a princess and that means you have to do what I say.”  The girl’s noble bearing was again marred by the thumb in her mouth.  Hadn’t the nanny thought to break the child of such disgusting habits?
 
   “I’m already a prisoner.  There’s nothing you can do to me.”
 
   “Why are you so mean?  Pretty girls shouldn’t be mean.  They should be happy.  In Ursula’s stories, it’s always ugly girls who are mean.”
 
   “They’re teaching you well already,” Killer Whale said with a grin.  Her niece would end up a preening fool like her mother.
 
   “Are you in there for being mean?”
 
   “That’s right, but I wasn’t really mean.”  Killer Whale forced herself to smile.  “I’m too pretty to be so mean, aren’t I?”
 
   She hoped maybe she could convince the girl to let her out, but the child didn’t budge.  She sucked on her thumb for a few moments as she thought.  Finally she asked, “Do you know where the bad people took Daddy?”
 
   “Yes.  I can show you.  All I need is for you to let me out.”
 
   This had the desired effect; the child swam forward to pull at the door.  It of course did not move.  “You can’t open it like that, sweetheart.  You need the key.”
 
   “Where’s that?”
 
   “The guards have it.”
 
   “I’ll go tell them—”
 
   “No!  You can’t do that.”
 
   “Why not?  I’m the princess.”
 
   “But your mother is the queen.  They have to obey her before you.”
 
   “Oh.  Then what do I do?”
 
   “You wait for a chance to take the keys when they aren’t looking.”
 
   It was then a hand seized Ariel’s arm.  She squealed in surprise.  Queen Neptune floated down so Killer Whale could get a good look at her.  “What are you doing to her?”
 
   “Nothing.  The child decided to pay her aunt a visit.”
 
   Queen Neptune looked down at the girl.  “Ariel, what have I told you about wandering the palace without a grown-up?”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “You could have been hurt or bad people could have taken you away like your father.”  This prompted the toddler to cry.  Queen Neptune scooped the child up into her arms.  She ran a hand through her daughter’s red hair.  “It’s all right, baby.  There’s no harm done this time, but you need to be more careful.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”
 
   The queen turned back to Killer Whale, her eyes blazing like the royal trident.  “You stay away from my daughter.”
 
   “You spoil the child.  Look at her, so flabby and weak.  She’s not fit to sit on the throne of Pacifica.”
 
   “Shut up!  She’s just a baby.”
 
   “Am not,” Ariel said.  “I’m a big girl.”
 
   “Oh, I know you are, baby.  Come along, let’s get you back to your room.”
 
   As her mother carried her away, Ariel peeked over the queen’s shoulder.  She waved to Killer Whale, who waved back.  As absurd as it might seem, her ticket out of here might be a three-year-old thumbsucker.
 
   *** 
 
   Robin was lost.  Mommy had taken her into the house of mirrors and even though Robin had promised to stay close, she had lost sight of Mommy.  Now she had no idea where she was in the maze.  All she could see were hundreds of reflections of herself in her pretty green dress and her face painted like a tiger.
 
   “Mommy?” she called out again.  The word bounced along the mirrors, but no reply came.  Robin trudged on, hoping she would find Mommy or at least someone who could tell her how to get out of here.
 
   Mommy had probably already left the maze by now.  She was probably outside, waiting for Robin.  Or she had gone to get help.  If Robin waited, maybe some nice policemen or firemen would break through the mirrors to find her.
 
   But no, she didn’t want to stay put.  She didn’t like it here.  It was scary.  All these mirror images of her, some of them distorted to make her tall and thin or little and fat, were so creepy.  She wanted out of here.  She wanted to go home to Mommy and Daddy and Jasper.
 
   As she rounded a corner, the lights went out.  Robin screamed.  She thought for sure a bogeyman would grab her, but she was still alone.  That was until she heard a voice sing softly, “The itsy-bitsy Robin went into a hall of mirrors…”
 
   Robin screamed again.  She bolted into the dark, no longer caring where she went.  She knew that voice singing; it was the voice of the nasty clown from the carousel.  She ran until she was completely out of breath.  Then she dropped to the floor to rest.  She curled up against the cool glass of a mirror while she sobbed.
 
   “What’s the matter, Robin?  Are you scared of the dark?” the nasty clown’s voice hissed into her ear.  A hand touched her shoulder.  Robin screamed as she took off running again.  The nasty clown’s laughter echoed in her ears.
 
   No matter where she ran, there was no end to the maze or the clown’s taunts.  She seemed to keep pace with Robin, her breath always on the back of Robin’s neck.  “Oh how the mighty have fallen,” the clown said.  “Midnight Spectre, scared of her own reflection.”  
 
   A light came on ahead of Robin.  She saw a figure up ahead.  It was a girl dressed in a gray bodysuit with a black cape wrapped around her.  A black mask covered most of the girl’s face while a black hood cast shadows over much of the rest of it.  The masked girl stood over another woman—
 
   “Mommy!”  Robin bolted forward until she saw the pool of red around her mother’s body.  She dropped to her knees.  “No!  She’s not dead.  She’s not!”
 
   Robin charged at the girl in black.  She beat her tiny fists against the girl, but it didn’t do any good.  The girl finally seized her around the waist and then lifted her off her feet.  She looked Robin in the eye and smiled.  “Such a brave little girl.”
 
   “You leave Mommy alone!” Robin shrieked.  She clawed at the girl’s face.  After a few moments, she succeeded in pulling the mask loose.  Robin screamed again.  “No!  No.”
 
   Beneath the mask, the girl’s face was painted like a tiger—just like hers.  The girl pushed back her hood so Robin could see she had the same red hair too.  “No!” Robin shrieked.  She squirmed out of the girl’s grasp to land hard on the floor, in the pool of sticky red blood.
 
   Only now she didn’t see Mommy on the floor.  In her place was a little girl Robin’s age clad in a military uniform.  Robin squealed with shock.  She thrashed around in the blood until she could finally get to her feet.  Ahead of her she saw a smear of blue light.
 
   Robin ran into the light.  Hands seized her around the waist again.  She was lifted into the air to face the nasty clown.  The clown smiled at her and then flashed another crooked yellow smile.  “There’s my pretty little girl,” she said.
 
   “No!  Lemme go!”
 
   “But Robin, it’s me,” the clown said in Mommy’s voice.
 
   “You’re not my mommy!”
 
   “Oh, sweetheart, of course I am.  And I love you very much.”
 
   “You’re not Mommy.  You’re not,” Robin said, but now when she looked at the woman’s face it was blurry.  Robin closed her eyes and rested her head on the woman’s shoulder.  The woman ran a hand through Robin’s hair.  The warmth of her body and tenderness of her touch were like when Mommy comforted her.  
 
   She opened her eyes to see her mother holding her.  Mommy smiled at her.  “Come on, sweetheart, let’s go have some fun.”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla huddled in the back corner of her cell.  She had no idea how long she had been unconscious or how long until her “trial” began.  She had no idea either what had happened to Kila; perhaps they would end up being tried together.
 
   When the door opened, she hoped it would be Kila to tell her everything had been a big mistake and she could go back to Earth.  It wasn’t the lieutenant.  It didn’t appear to be anyone.  Had the door malfunctioned?  That might be her ticket out of here.
 
   She got to her feet and then hurried over to the door.  She tried to open it, but it wouldn’t budge.  Maybe she should park herself here and wait for the next person to show up—
 
   “There is no escape, Gor-Bul,” a tiny voice squeaked.
 
   Starla looked around the room, squinting to find whoever had spoken.  “Who said that?” she finally asked.
 
   In response, she saw a spot of purple light.  The spot flitted towards her like a firefly.  Starla flattened herself against the wall as the spot of purple light flew towards her.  She resisted the urge to try to swat it like a bug.  “Are you a Peacekeeper?”
 
   “I am T’Kell.  I have been assigned as your new counsel.”
 
   The spot of light brightened, becoming larger until Starla saw a sight that nearly made her laugh.  It was a tiny winged alien that immediately made her think of Tinkerbell.  She knew better than to laugh at the diminutive alien after what she’d already seen in this prison.
 
   “What happened to Kila?”
 
   “She is awaiting trial for her crimes.”
 
   “Are they going to execute her?”
 
   “That is not your concern.”
 
   “It is my concern.  She was trying to help me.”
 
   “That is irrelevant.  I am here to discuss your case.”
 
   Starla again had to resist the urge to try to squash the tiny alien.  She settled back onto her bed.  “Let me guess, I’m already guilty so I should beg them for my life?”
 
   “It is the only option if you wish to live.”
 
   “Maybe I don’t wish to live anymore.”
 
   “That is your decision.  If you wish to petition for execution, I will inform the Elders.”
 
   “That’s it?  You’re not going to try to talk me out of it?”
 
   “It is not my job to interpret your desires.”
 
   “Don’t any of you have any goddamned feelings?  Don’t you care about anything?”
 
   T’Kell zipped closer to Starla, until she was almost pressed to Starla’s right eye.  “I care about protecting the galaxy from dangerous criminals.”
 
   “I’m not a criminal!  On Earth I put criminals in jail like you do.”
 
   “What you do on your backwater planet is of no concern to the Elders.”
 
   Starla wished she could have her flame breath back for just a minute; that would be long enough to teach this obnoxious fairy a lesson.  Since she didn’t, she said, “Look, I don’t need a counsel.  Let me talk to these Elders?”
 
   “I am obligated to be present, but I will inform Commander Sulfam you wish to speak on your own behalf.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   T’Kell shrank into a dot again and then sailed from the room.  Starla waited for a few moments to make sure she was gone and then returned to her corner to wait for the end.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter 20
 
   Melanie’s first visit to the White House had been as an eight-year-old boy.  His father had some business in Washington, so he brought the rest of the family.  Melanie’s mother had taken him to all the sights, including a tour of the White House.
 
   Her second visit came as an eighteen-year-old girl in the company of the Super Squad.  Melanie actually got to shake the president’s hand and receive congratulations for her help in stopping the robots that had been attacking the city.  She had gushed about this to Robin later; Robin only shrugged and rolled her eyes.  She had met three different presidents in her career as Midnight Spectre.
 
   This was the first time she was the leader of a group visiting the White House.  She stood in the Oval Office with Paul, Diane, and Garlak behind her.  The woman in the big chair behind the desk wouldn’t even be old enough to run for president, but there was nothing in the Constitution about what to do if an alien weapon turned the president into a young woman while in office.
 
   “This nation can’t thank you all enough for your heroism in defending America,” the president said.  When Melanie looked closely, she could still see moisture in the young woman’s hair from being unthawed from a block of ice.
 
   As the president continued graciously thanking Melanie, her communicator beeped.  Melanie almost fainted as the president glared at her.  “I’m sorry Mr.—Ms. President,” Melanie said.  “Just one second.”
 
   She hurried out into the hallway to tap the button on her wrist.  “This really isn’t a good time,” she told Tonya, whom she’d sent out on patrol in part to make sure the city was safe, but mostly because she was sure Ion Girl would say something embarrassing to the president.  Melanie wanted the leader of the free world to take the Super Squad Auxiliary seriously.
 
   “Sorry, boss, but we got a big problem.”
 
   “More radioactive bees?”
 
   “No, worse.  Redoubt City looks like LA after the Rodney King verdict.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Sorry for the dated reference.  Rodney King was—”
 
   “I know who he was.  What’s going on in Redoubt City?”
 
   “It’s pretty much chaos here.  People are running around like crazy, setting fires, turning cars over, all that stuff.  There wasn’t a Super Bowl or World Series today, was there?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure there wasn’t.”
 
   There was a moment of static before Tonya said, “Hang on, I got something.  I’m picking up something in the air.  Aw, shit.”
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Clown juice.”
 
   “Oh shit,” Melanie said.  When distributed in aerosol form, Clownface’s toxin became as deadly as sarin or mustard gas.  “That suit of yours is airtight, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  See what you can do to head things off.  We’re on our way.”  Melanie tapped the communicator again and then took a deep breath as she tried to think of what to tell the president.
 
   *** 
 
   In the jetcopter, Melanie went over the rudimentary plan she had devised.  “Tonya is going to do what she can, but the only way to stop this is to cure the people.”
 
   “The Center for Disease Control is the other direction.”
 
   “They aren’t going to have a cure.  Midnight Spectre will.  I’ll go down to the bunker to fetch it while the rest of you stay in here.”
 
   “Me not want stay here,” Garlak muttered.
 
   “I’m sorry, but we can’t risk you getting infected.  This gas is really nasty.  It causes hysteria, rage, hallucinations, and eventually—death.  I don’t want any of you getting exposed.”
 
   “We have gas masks in this tub, don’t we?” Diane asked.
 
   “Yes, but I don’t think we have one big enough for Garlak.”
 
   “You have ones big enough for me and Paul.”
 
   “I suppose but it’s too dangerous—”
 
   “We’re supposed to let you and Tonya stick your necks out then?  Doesn’t sound very heroic to me, love.”
 
   Melanie smiled slightly at this.  It seemed her team really had become a team over the last couple of days.  “All right, if you insist.  I’ll drop you two in the city.  Garlak and I will go get the cure.”  She turned to Garlak.  “Don’t smash the place up too much, please?”
 
   “Me try but no promise,” Garlak huffed.
 
   Melanie figured that would be the best she’d get.  “All right, let’s get to work.”
 
   She dug out three gas masks from the jetcopter’s emergency stores.  She wasn’t sure if she would need one, but it was better to be prepared than not.  In theory she was already inoculated against the clown juice; Robin had made sure of that shortly after they began working together.  There was always a chance this latest batch might be different than what she was protected against.  If so, that would be bad news for her and the rest of Redoubt City.
 
   In the cockpit, she asked Paul, “Are you sure you want to do this?  It’s going to be a madhouse in there.”
 
   “I don’t see much choice right now.  Diane’s right: we can’t leave you and Tonya to do this yourselves.”
 
   “Thanks.  And thanks for what you did with Geiger.”
 
   “It just came to me, spur of the moment.”
 
   “Improv seems to be the way we do things around here.”  She laughed hollowly to accompany this.
 
   She shouldn’t have been surprised that Paul wasn’t fooled.  “Are you sure you wouldn’t rather I go with you?  If she’s down there—”
 
   “She won’t be down there.  She’s probably still at sea.”
 
   “I hope so.  Still, you might need a shoulder to cry on.  Garlak’s are a little too high up.”
 
   “I can handle it,” Melanie snapped.  “I’m sorry.  I didn’t mean to say it like that.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m sure you can handle it after all we’ve been through.”  He winked at her and then went back to talk with the others.  Melanie wished she had his confidence in her abilities.  She fully expected to dissolve into a sobbing mess the moment she stepped foot on the grounds.  But maybe having to shepherd Garlak would help to keep her focused.
 
   Focus on the work, she told herself.  That’s what Robin always said to do when on the job.  You had to keep your personal and professional lives separated.  Otherwise you could get careless and wind up in deep trouble.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie dropped Paul and Diane on the roof of a hotel that seemed relatively quiet.  It would be up to them to make their way from there.  From what Tonya reported, the heaviest fighting was downtown, in the financial district.  There didn’t seem to be any looting, just mindless destruction, the kind Garlak would be proud of.
 
   The cavewoman rode in the back as Melanie lifted off towards Robin’s estate.  That would help to protect Robin’s secret identity, not that Garlak would have much interest in it.  She hoped Garlak didn’t run wild and destroy all the valuable antiques and such, most of which were irreplaceable.
 
   She could have tried to open the bunker’s landing bay and go right in, but she thought it best to set down on the front lawn.  If Robin were in the bunker, Melanie didn’t want to get pinned down in the jetcopter.  She would much rather have some room to move around.  Or at least it would give Garlak more room.
 
   “Fancy house,” Garlak said as she stomped up the front drive.
 
   “It is, so let’s try not to break too much of it.”  The cavewoman grumbled something under her breath.  Melanie ignored it as she went through the pouches of her belt for the lock pick.  She doubted it would work on Robin’s front door, not with all the security she had installed.  If it didn’t work, then she would have to let Garlak smash the door open; not even Robin’s security could stand up to an enraged cavewoman.
 
   She didn’t have to use the lock pick or Garlak.  As she squatted to pick the lock, the door opened on its own.  A trim, well-endowed brunette stood in the doorway.  She was probably a decade older than Melanie at most.
 
   “Hello, Miss Amis.  Won’t you and your friend come inside?”
 
   Melanie’s mouth worked for a moment without producing any sound.  Finally she managed to say, “Jasper?”
 
   “Indeed, Miss Amis.  I’ll put a kettle on if you’d like some refreshment.”
 
   “Oh, um, sure,” Melanie said.
 
   “And would your friend like anything?”
 
   “Meat,” Garlak said.  Melanie hoped it meant she wanted some meat, not that she thought of Jasper as meat.
 
   “Ah, yes, we should still have something in the freezer.”
 
   Melanie followed Jasper into the house.  She should have known Jasper would be affected like everyone else, but she had never thought about it.  It hadn’t seemed possible to her that Jasper could be anything but the kind old man who was more like Robin’s father than her butler.
 
   In the kitchen, the situation got even worse.  A young woman sat at the table.  She looked almost like Melanie’s twin.  The reason for this became obvious when the woman pushed away from the table and threw herself against Melanie.  “Oh, my baby!” she said, sobbing into Melanie’s shoulder.  “You’re finally home.”
 
   “Hi, Mom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21
 
   The most disturbing part of her mother’s transformation was that her mother was wearing Melanie’s clothes.  As they sat at the kitchen table, Melanie made a note to destroy that outfit should everything ever get back to normal.  That was if they could find a way to stop all this insanity so maybe a way to change things back could be found.
 
   “I was on the phone with Mrs. McCafferty,” Mom said.  “There was this flash of light and I fell to the floor.  I thought I was having a heart attack or stroke.  Once the pain stopped, I got up and saw I was like this.  I ran over here and found Jasper like that.”
 
   Melanie tried not to look too hard at Jasper’s female body.  While Mom was clad in Melanie’s clothes, Jasper wore an old sweater, blouse, and skirt from Robin’s mother’s wardrobe.  If Robin saw her in that, she would probably have a conniption.  She still kept her parents’ old clothes in their closets, as if they might come back to life at any moment.
 
   “I suppose the question is why nothing happened to you,” Jasper said.
 
   “I was underwater, in an escape pod,” Melanie said.
 
   “And the…woman who came with you—?”
 
   “Garlak used to be a man called Neanderthal.”
 
   “I see.  And what’s become of Mistress Robin?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was hoping you could tell me.  Has she come back here?”
 
   “Not that I’m aware of.  I’ve checked the bunker on several occasions, but there is no sign of her.”
 
   “I guess that’s good news,” Melanie said.
 
   “What bunker?  Is that like a panic room?” Mom asked.  “And how did you get underwater in an escape pod?  For that matter, why are you dressed like that?”
 
   “I’m the Outcast, Mom.  I’m a superhero.”
 
   “I don’t see why you have to go around in a slinky outfit like that.  Are you wearing a bra under there?”
 
   Melanie’s cheeks turned warm.  Even though she and Mom were practically the same age right now, Mom still had a way of making her feel like a child with her hand caught in the cookie jar.  “Yes, Mom.  I’ve been doing this for four years now.  Robin’s been doing it even longer.  She’s Midnight Spectre.”
 
   “That nasty girl who killed the police captain?  How could you date someone like that?”
 
   “Could we focus on what’s important?  I need to go down there to find the clown juice antidote.”
 
   “Of course, Miss Amis.  You’re welcome to anything down there.”
 
   “Thanks.  I need you two to keep Garlak entertained while I’m down there.”
 
   They’d left the cavewoman in the sitting room with a couple of boxes of crackers to scarf down.  Melanie doubted those would last long.  Once Garlak got restless, things were liable to get broken.  “We’ll do our best,” Jasper said.
 
   “She likes shiny things, so maybe show her the suits of armor or something.”
 
   “We’ll think of something, I’m sure.”
 
   “Thanks.”  Melanie got up and then leaned down to hug her mother.  “I’m glad you’re all right.  I should have called.”
 
   “It’s all right, honey.  You were saving the world.”  Mom patted her hand.  “I’m very proud of you.  Just be careful with this ‘clown juice’ and such.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   Melanie went through the entrance behind a bookcase in the library to the bunker.  She paused at the bottom of the steps to take out her Taser.  She peered around a corner to see if Robin were down here.  She didn’t see anyone; that didn’t mean much with Midnight Spectre.
 
   Before she felt safe enough to sit down at the computer, Melanie swept the entire bunker.  She checked inside every vehicle to be absolutely certain.  There was no trace of Robin.  In a way it was disappointing because she would have liked to finally get a chance to talk about what had happened.  Robin couldn’t be the monster the others claimed she was, could she?
 
   Melanie pushed these thoughts out of her mind as she searched the computer for the clown juice cure.  Robin had encountered it early in her career as Midnight Spectre, the first time she had run up against Clownface.  Apparently the need for a cure had brought together Robin and Dr. Alan Bass for the first time.  It seemed Allison had done most of the chemistry to make the cure while Robin had done the legwork of obtaining a live victim for study and then administering the cure to the general population.
 
   There was a sample of the cure in a storage vault.  Melanie searched through racks of vials to find it.  It was bright red like Hawaiian Punch; she hoped it would be more effective than fruit juice.  There was a second vial behind the first; Melanie took this to administer to Garlak.  She wasn’t looking forward to injecting that into the cavewoman.  An ordinary needle wouldn’t work; she would need the tranquilizer gun that could in theory penetrate the hide of a charging rhino, not that they had many charging rhinos in Redoubt City.
 
   Before she attempted that, she used the radio in the bunker to contact Tonya.  The girl sounded out of breath as she said, “You got some good news, boss?”
 
   “I have a cure, but we’re going to need to mass-produce it.  I thought you could give me a hand.”
 
   “I’m a little busy right now.”  To emphasize this, Melanie heard an explosion in the background.
 
   “No one else on the team can do this,” Melanie said.  “Meet me on top of Redoubt City General in twenty minutes.  Got it?”
 
   “Yes, sir,” Tonya growled.  The connection went dead.  Melanie sighed.  She didn’t like having to snap orders like a dictator, but sometimes there was no choice.  There was the greater good to think about; that had been the theme of this mad enterprise all along.
 
   She grabbed the tranquilizer gun to begin the next phase of this insane operation.
 
   *** 
 
   It had taken the promise of a lot of shiny things to persuade Garlak to take her medicine.  “Remember,” Melanie said as the jetcopter began to lower towards Bancroft Park in the heart of the city, “don’t kill anyone.  These people aren’t in their right minds right now.  Knock them out if you can.”
 
   “Me try.”
 
   “Atta girl.”
 
   Melanie opened the back of the jetcopter so Garlak could leap out of it.  She landed in the middle of a crowd of women dressed in baggy baseball uniforms.  Some of them were clubbing each other with baseball bats.  As Melanie pulled away, Garlak took one of the bats to take some batting practice of her own.
 
   Melanie hoped the cavewoman wouldn’t do too much serious injury with the bat, a weapon that would probably feel familiar, like the clubs of her ancestors.  Maybe it was irresponsible to leave Garlak on her own, but right now Melanie didn’t have much choice.  Like in Atomic City, the problem here was much too large for five people to handle, but in this case they couldn’t simply capture the ringleader to put a stop to it.
 
   Tonya waited for her on the roof of the hospital.  She had her helmet off so she could smoke a cigarette; Melanie wasn’t sure where she’d found one of those.  “Is that wise?” Melanie asked.
 
   “There’s none of that stuff up here,” Tonya said.  “And my nerves are shot.”
 
   “I’m sorry about this.  If there were another way, I’d do it.”
 
   “Look, boss, it’s no problem.  I get it.  So I suppose we ought to get down there and get to business.”
 
   “Right.”  Melanie used her lock pick to open the roof door so they could get inside the library.  As she walked the silent hallways she thought of 28 Days Later, when the guy woke up in a hospital that was completely empty after a zombie outbreak.  There were no zombies this time, just a lot of crazy people thanks to Clownface.
 
   On the ninth floor, they found a lab that looked suitable for their purposes.  Melanie took out the recipe she’d printed out from the bunker’s computer.  Tonya studied the list.  “They should have all this stuff around.  Let’s hope in enough quantity.”
 
   “Let’s hope.”
 
   It took them a half hour to sweep the hospital to find what they needed.  They still didn’t encounter anyone except patients who were comatose from before the disaster.  The hospital’s backup generators were keeping those patients alive for now, but eventually something would have to be done with them.
 
   Melanie returned to find Tonya without her armor, dressed in a set of purple scrubs.  “I thought this would be more appropriate,” she said.
 
   “It probably is.  I should find a set for myself.”
 
   “I put some over there.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.”  Melanie went into an adjoining room to slip into the turquoise scrubs.  She was glad Mom wasn’t here or else she would probably nag Melanie again about becoming a medical doctor instead of an engineer.  Of course now that she was so young, maybe Mom could pursue that dream herself instead of trying to live vicariously through her daughter. 
 
   That thought gave her a cold shudder.  What would happen if after this they couldn’t find a way to reverse things?  Allison had been trying to find a way to reverse the alien beam’s effects for four years now; by all accounts she hadn’t gotten very close.  Nor had her old team at Grant Laboratories.  That meant the people of the world would likely be stuck as they were.
 
   Tonya must have seen the troubled expression on her face.  “Something wrong, boss?”
 
   “It’s nothing.  Just hoping we can get this to work.”
 
   “Uh-huh.”  They set to work on mixing the chemicals, a very delicate process.  As they did, Tonya asked, “You mind if I ask you something personal?”
 
   “Go ahead,” Melanie said, despite that she wasn’t in the mood for talking about her complicated personal life.
 
   “Do you like being this way?  I mean, if you could, would you go back to being a man?”
 
   “Most of the time I like it.  Except for those five-to-seven days each month.  Then I wish I were still a boy.”
 
   “Well, there’s something to look forward to.”
 
   “It’s not a lot of fun:  PMS, cramps, having a tampon shoved up in there.”
 
   “But the rest of the time you like it?”
 
   “I do.”  Melanie studied the contents of a beaker while she thought about the question.  “Mostly it’s because Robin and I had each other.  That made it a lot easier.”
 
   “I’m probably in trouble then.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll be able to find someone.”
 
   “You think so?”  Tonya set down a beaker to run a hand along her body.  “I’m not exactly supermodel material.  It’s probably a good thing I wear the suit most of the time.”
 
   “You’ve got a great look there.  I’m sure some girl will snap you up.”
 
   “Yeah, maybe.”
 
   Melanie patted the girl on the shoulder.  “If we get civilization rebuilt, I’ll take you out to a few clubs.  Then you’ll see it’s not so bad.”
 
   “Sure.  It’s a date.”  Tonya thought about something for a moment.  “You think we should take Diane too?”
 
   “We’ll all go out.  The whole team.”
 
   “Even Garlak?”
 
   “Even her.”
 
   They giggled at this and then got back to work.
 
   *** 
 
   It took about five minutes for Diane to wish she hadn’t volunteered for this.  She had been in a soccer riot or two back in England, but this was worse than any of those.  She actually saw one girl bite off another’s ear and then swallow it.
 
   For the moment she and Paul had barricaded themselves in a bakery.  They had shoved the glass counter to block the front door and some bread racks to cover most of the front window.  Diane crouched at the bottom of the window to pick off targets.  Remembering what Melanie preached, Diane did her best to hit nonvital parts:  knees and shoulders mostly.  All this did was make the wounded easy targets for the other crazies.
 
   Paul didn’t even have a gun, so he stuck a pole through a hole to swat ineffectually at the rioters.  “This isn’t working,” Diane said.
 
   “We just have to contain the damage until Melanie shows up with the cure.”
 
   “Right.”  Diane lined up a woman in a man’s business suit like she had worn as an assassin.  She smiled a little as she pulled the trigger.  The bullet went through the woman’s left calf to send her spinning to the ground.  “They’re like fish in a barrel.”
 
   “That should be right up your alley then.”
 
   “Not really.  I’m not getting paid for this.”
 
   “Was it only about the money?”
 
   “Of course not.  There was pride too.”
 
   “Pride in murdering people?”
 
   “You sound like Melanie.  I suppose that’s why you’re friends.”
 
   “Most people aren’t very supportive of murder.”
 
   “Unless you call it a war.  Then all’s fair, yeah?”
 
   “No.  I don’t support killing of any kind.”
 
   “Even for food?”
 
   “I’m a vegetarian.  Most Pacificans are, though not really by choice.”
 
   “Well you’re all set then.”  Diane stopped to empty the clip of her gun and then slap another in.  So far the rioters seemed too entangled with each other to have figured out where the shots were coming from.  This “clown juice” must have dulled their brains.
 
   “Melanie’s not going to let you go back to that line of work once we’re done.”
 
   “Then what am I supposed to do: sit home and play housewife?”
 
   “There has to be something else you can do.”
 
   “Sorry, mate, killing people’s the only thing I’ve ever done well.”
 
   “The old you maybe, but you’ve got a new body now.  Maybe you have some new talents.”
 
   “I suppose I could always sell myself for money.  Is that what you want?”
 
   “No.  I’m just saying, you should start thinking about your future.”
 
   “I have.  Soon as we’re done with all this nonsense, I’ll disappear and set up shop again.”  Diane flashed Paul a tired smile.  “The good thing about my business is it’s always in demand.  Probably more so if most of the world’s turned into a bunch of yellow bellies.  They’ll pay good money for a girl who can actually pull a trigger.”
 
   “I don’t believe that.  I think you’re looking for a way out.  You just need to find it.”
 
   “It probably won’t matter as there’s no way we’ll ever piece this world back together.”
 
   “If you think that, why are you still here?”
 
   “Other than the bomb in my neck?”
 
   “I think you like helping people.  And if you’re right about the world needing someone who isn’t scared to pull a trigger, then you could always keep working on the right side of the law.  You could go to work for the FBI or Interpol or something like that.”
 
   “Maybe I’ll turn into Miss 007, yeah?  I’m not that fond of martinis.”
 
   “Think about it.”
 
   There was a crash behind them.  Diane spun around to see a mime accompanied by a little redheaded girl with her face painted like a tiger.  The mime wasn’t much of a mime as she said, “Well looky here.  My dear old friend Hitter.  Aren’t you so cute?”
 
   “Clownface.”  Diane raised her pistol.  “I should have recognized you from the makeup.”
 
   “It is a bit more subtle than I’m used to, but I’m starting to enjoy it.”  Clownface pantomimed being trapped in a box.  Diane nearly pulled the trigger, but she didn’t want to shoot the bitch in front of the little girl if she didn’t have to.
 
   “It’s all over, Clownface,” Paul said.  “Outcast is making up a cure for your little drug.  You might as well surrender now.”
 
   “Perhaps.  Let me take a moment to consult with my attorney.”  Clownface bent down to whisper into the little girl’s ear, “What do you think, sweetheart?  Should we surrender?”
 
   The little girl answered by taking something from the folds of her dress.  With precision that made Diane proud, the girl shot her and Paul in the arm with a dart before they could flinch.  “Shit,” Diane mumbled before she collapsed.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22
 
   They knew better than to head back to the bunker.  Focal City was out too, as Robin knew where they had lived and worked.  Instead, the Velocity Gals ended up at Atomic City College, where there was a lab dedicated to molecular physics.  
 
   Allison wrote equations on a chalkboard for her and Sally to study.  “You’re sure about this?” Sally asked.
 
   “I think so.  The ion discharge of the weapon combined with our superspeed to create a temporal wormhole that sent us twenty years in the future.”
 
   “So what’s the solution?  Run backwards?”
 
   “No.  We need to modify this gun to emit negatively-charged ions.  That should create a wormhole that will send us backwards in time.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  But where are we going to end up?”
 
   “I don’t know.  We have to be going the same speed as we were the first time if we want the effect to be the same.”
 
   “And how are we supposed to know that?”
 
   “Well, we need to figure out where Neanderthal and Ion Man were on the platform.  That will tell us how fast we were going.”
 
   “It’s still not going to be exact.”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.”
 
   “If we really want to get this right—or as close as possible—I guess I need to go back to the platform to do some measurements.”
 
   “Sally—”
 
   “You need to stay here and work on this gun.  You’re better at the science than I am.”
 
   “You weren’t a slacker either.”
 
   “Ally, please, you’re the genius here.”
 
   “I’m not a genius,” Allison said.  Her face turned red to accompany this.  “My IQ is about ten points short of genius level.”
 
   “That’s ten points closer than mine.”
 
   “Sally, please.  We can go together.  Or I could go by myself.  I’m littler; they might not notice me.”
 
   “You really believe that?”
 
   Allison’s face reddened again.  “Not really.”
 
   Sally put a hand on the girl’s shoulder.  “I think it’s cute you’re still trying to protect me, but I’m a grown woman.  I can do this.”
 
   “If you’re sure.”
 
   “I am.”
 
   Allison lunged forward to hug her.  “Just be careful.”
 
   “I will.”  Sally kissed Allison on a freckled cheek.  Despite that she was sixteen on the outside and much older inside, Allison looked almost like Jenny as she cried.  It broke Sally’s heart to have to leave her behind, but this was for the best.  “I’ll see you in a couple hours.”
 
   “OK,” Allison said with a sniffle.
 
   Sally nodded and then started to run.  Even after three years, she was still amazed by how quickly she could run.  In a couple seconds she was back in the Midwest; she hoped it wasn’t too close to where she had been the last time.
 
   Like in a Road Runner cartoon, she found herself running through the desert when she slammed into a brick wall.  Unlike a cartoon, Sally’s body didn’t fold up like an accordion or splatter like a bug hitting a windshield.  Instead, she tumbled forward, rolling down an abandoned highway for a couple hundred feet.
 
   As she lay on the ground, she heard Midnight Spectre say, “I always wondered if that would work.”
 
   Sally tried to stand, but she was too battered.  She managed to push herself up so she could see the old woman.  “How?”
 
   “You could think of it as a force field.  I set it up to blanket a whole line of longitude.  Wherever you went, I was going to get you.”
 
   Sally swiped at the old woman’s boot only for her hand to go right through it.  A hologram.  Midnight Spectre smiled down at her.  “Not even I can be everywhere at once.  But don’t worry, some friends of mine will pick you up soon enough.  Then you’re going to tell us where your husband is.”
 
   “Go to Hell,” Sally said before she passed out.
 
   *** 
 
   Killer Whale huddled in her bed and sighed.  Her only hope of escape was a fat little girl, her spoiled niece.  This was what it had come down to for her.  She wished her sister would hurry up and kill her already.
 
   The slit on her door went up.  A pair of green eyes peered through the hole.  “Aunt Whale?  Are you here?” Ariel whispered.
 
   Killer Whale slipped out of her bed.  She swam over to the door.  “Have you come to free me, child?”
 
   “Are you going to hurt Mama?”
 
   “No, of course not.  Who told you that?”
 
   “Ursula says you hate Mama.  She says you want to send her away like Daddy.”
 
   “That’s nonsense.  I would never hurt my sister.  I love her very much.”  Killer Whale couldn’t deliver this with much conviction, but she hoped the girl wouldn’t notice.
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Yes, I promise.  Do you have the keys?”
 
   Ariel held up a ring of keys.  Killer Whale resisted the urge to try to snatch them away; she couldn’t get her hand through to take them.  “Put the key in the lock.”
 
   The toddler sucked her thumb for a moment before she nodded.  She stuck a key in the lock.  The problem soon became apparent:  the child was too weak to turn the key in the ancient lock.  Killer Whale pounded her hand against the door in frustration.  This caused pain to shoot through her hand and the little girl to squeal with fright.
 
   “I should have known better than to rely on a baby,” Killer Whale roared.
 
   “I’m not a baby!”
 
   “No, you’re worse than a baby.  You’re a spoiled rotten wad of flotsam!” 
 
   It didn’t come as a surprise when the little girl began to cry.  “I’m telling Mama!”
 
   It was then Killer Whale heard something rip through the water at high speed.  She had just enough time to press herself against the front door before the rear wall of her cell broke open.  Debris went flying in all directions, some of it pelting against Killer Whale, but none big enough to hurt her.  
 
   Though she wasn’t as close to the explosion, Ariel was far more rattled.  She screamed and pressed herself down on the floor, where she sobbed as if mortally wounded.  Killer Whale felt the cell shake again; this time the ceiling began to rattle.  Ariel screamed again.
 
   This second blast weakened the door enough that Killer Whale was able to rip it open.  Her niece shrieked again as Killer Whale scooped her up.  She patted the girl’s head and said, “Don’t be afraid, little one.  I won’t hurt you.”
 
   “I want Mama.”
 
   “We’ll go find your mother.  I promise.”
 
   “Thank you,” the girl mumbled before she jammed her thumb in her mouth and then rested her head against Killer Whale’s shoulder.
 
   Killer Whale had to admit the girl was wretchedly cute.  She could see why her sister would become so attached to such a creature.  It was like a wounded dolphin or seal, so helpless you felt sorry for it.
 
   She swam out of the ruined back wall of the cell, out into the city.  She climbed higher, until she could look down to see how she’d been freed.  A black submarine hovered outside the city, its torpedoes wreaking havoc.  Killer Whale recognized it as the submarine that had taken her and the others from the Caribbean to the Super Squad’s headquarters.
 
   Killer Whale’s fists curled.  It seemed she and her sister had a common enemy.  But first, she had to dispose of her niece.  She couldn’t possibly leave the girl in the city, where she could be killed by another torpedo.  There was another place where the girl should be safe.
 
   “Where are we going?” Ariel asked as Killer Whale swam away from the city.
 
   “I’m taking you home.”
 
   “Home is that way.”  Ariel pointed towards Pacifica.
 
   “We’re going to your old home.  Where your mother and father first lived.”
 
   “Is Daddy going to be there?”
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   Killer Whale had found the coral hut where her sister had lived years ago, but too late to ambush the queen there.  She doubted anyone had taken up residency there since then, except perhaps some sea creatures.  Her sister would want to keep that house unoccupied for sentimental reasons; the queen was nothing if not sentimental.
 
   “What’s that?” Ariel asked.
 
   “That’s the house where you lived when you were a tiny little baby.”
 
   “I lived here?”  Killer Whale almost smiled at the girl’s look of revulsion; she didn’t think much of the hut either.  
 
   Killer Whale swooped through where the front door had once been.  The coral was thicker than it probably had been; it must have been a long time since anyone had bothered to trim it.  “This place is gross,” Ariel said.  “Why are we here?”
 
   “We need somewhere safe for you to stay while I look for your mother.”
 
   “I want Mama.”
 
   “I’ll get her, but I need you to stay here.”  Killer Whale carried the girl down a hallway, into a tiny room that contained a pink seashell—a crib.  “This is where you slept when you were a baby.”
 
   “Did not.”
 
   “Your father made that crib for you.”
 
   “He did?”
 
   “Yes,” Killer Whale said.  She didn’t know this for certain, but her sister had no artistic talent while her husband had been a coral shaper; it seemed a good assumption that he had fashioned the pink seashell crib.
 
   She set the little girl beside the crib.  “You stay here, where it’s safe.  I’ll bring your mother to you soon.”
 
   “I don’t wanna stay here alone.”
 
   Killer Whale sighed.  She didn’t have time for this.  She floated down to look the toddler in the eye.  “I need you to be a big girl and wait here.  Can you do that?”
 
   The girl had her thumb in her mouth, so she merely nodded.  Killer Whale forced herself to smile.  “Very good.  I will return soon with your mother.  Then we can all go home.  Understand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   Killer Whale patted the girl’s head.  As she swam away, she was surprised to realize she hoped to return.
 
   *** 
 
   Starla could barely move with all the chains they had around her wrists and ankles.  Back on Earth it would have been easy enough for her to carry so much weight, but after days or weeks or months away from the Earth’s sun, she had shriveled up into Anorexic Girl again.  But it seemed the Peacekeepers weren’t going to take any chances.
 
   They led her through a corridor with the vaulted ceilings of an old cathedral.  Aliens of all descriptions lined the corridors.  Some of them held devices Starla figured must be high-tech cameras.  Her case must be like O.J. Simpson or Casey Anthony to the rest of the galaxy.  She smiled a little as she thought of an alien Nancy Grace whipping the galactic public into a frenzy about the evil Kor-Gan girl.
 
   The courtroom looked like an old-style amphitheater with rings of seats looking down on a central stage.  The guards shoved Starla down the aisles, onto a metal platform.  They led her to a spot exactly in the center.  The weight of the chains tripled as they clamped down onto what must be a magnetic floor.  Starla dropped to her knees under the weight, which was probably what they wanted so everyone could see the terrible Kor-Gan humiliated.  
 
   Her counsel buzzed in front of her face.  T’Kell squeaked, “Your trial will begin soon.  It should not take long.”
 
   “These Elders already have their minds made up, right?  All this—” she jingled the chains for emphasis, “is just for show.”
 
   “Yes.  It will be good for everyone to see the Kor-Gan menace is finally wiped out.”
 
   “I’m not a menace!  I didn’t even know about you Peacekeepers until you abducted me.”
 
   “That is irrelevant.”
 
   “Everything is irrelevant,” Starla growled.  T’Kell didn’t bother to respond.
 
   The seats were all filled in the amphitheater when Sulfam strutted onto the stage.  He made a point of clacking his claws in front of her face.  Some in the crowd laughed at this.  Give them a good show, she thought.
 
   There was a rumble like trumpets that brought everyone except Starla to their feet.  She tried not to laugh as a mirrorball descended from the sky.  Unlike a traditional mirrorball, it flashed a variety of colors.  “Your Elders are a disco ball?” she said to T’Kell.
 
   “Silence!” Sulfam snapped.  He raised a claw as if to slap her.
 
   The mirrorball pulsed with colors.  Words came out through the button on Starla’s collar.  “Gor-Bul of Kor-Gan, you have been found guilty of genocide on worlds too numerous to mention.  Have you anything to say in your defense?”
 
   Starla summoned every ounce of strength to rise to her feet.  It felt silly to address a disco ball, but she managed to keep a straight face as she said, “You claim to be Peacekeepers.  You claim to serve justice.  Yet you tore me away from the world whose people I had been protecting.  You tore me away from my husband on our wedding night to bring me here for charges I knew nothing about.  If this is what you consider justice, I want no part of it.”  For emphasis she spat on the floor.  She wasn’t sure they would understand the gesture, but when Sulfam hit her across the face, she supposed they got the gist of it.
 
   Starla collapsed to her knees again.  She looked up at Sulfam and grinned.  “Hitting an unarmed woman wrapped in chains.  You must be a big man on your world.”
 
   “I tire of your insolence.”
 
   “Then go ahead and kill me.  That’s what your Elders are going to do anyway.”
 
   “These disruptions are pointless, Gor-Bul,” T’Kell said.  “They will gain you nothing.”
 
   “I want all of you to see us Earth girls have some fight in us.”
 
   She tried to struggle to her feet, but the pull on the chains became greater, until she lay flat on the floor.  It was an effort to raise her head enough to look up at the Elders.  “You’re murdering an innocent woman!  All of you!”
 
   The amphitheater buzzed as the aliens chattered in numerous languages.  The mirrorball brightened until Starla had to close her eyes.  “Silence!” the Elders roared.  “We have heard enough.  Since the Kor-Gan has shown no remorse for the crimes of her people, there can only be one verdict:  death.  Tomorrow morning you will be loaded onto an escape rocket that will carry you towards this system’s star.  As you slowly burn to death, we hope you will finally see the error of your ways.”
 
   “Murderers!” Starla shrieked at the Elders as they rose into the air again.  The amphitheater continued to buzz with activity.  A trio of guards tromped down to take Starla into custody.  They dragged her along the stairs, moving too quickly for her to try to get to her feet.  As she was dragged up the stairs, aliens jeered her in a variety of tongues.
 
   It was worse out in the corridors.  Some of the spectators had come armed with rotten fruit or vegetables.  Starla had no idea what the foods were, but they all smelled horrible.  Purple mush ended up in her face; it at least blinded her from seeing what else they were throwing at her.
 
   The guards didn’t bother to wash her off before they tossed her back in her cell.  They did take the chains off, which allowed her to wipe impotently at the mess covering her.  With a sigh she collapsed onto her bed to wait for the end.
 
   *** 
 
   They let Kila watch the mockery they called a “trial.”  She smiled when Starla rose to her feet against the chains to challenge the Elders.  No one in the galaxy dared to speak to the Elders that way.  Leave it to a coarse woman from Earth to do so.
 
   As the masses pelted Starla with rotten food, Commander Sulfam appeared in Kila’s cell.  “It would have gone no differently had you been there.  This was already preordained.”
 
   “Why did you tamper with the archives?  What secret is so important that you and the Elders would go to this much trouble?”
 
   “I tampered with nothing.  You are the one who dared to do so.”
 
   Kila shook her head.  It seemed Sulfam would stick to his story until the bitter end.  “You know that is not true.  I had nothing to gain by such an action.  The question is what you and the Elders gained with this deception.”
 
   “You will not get me to incriminate myself, fool.”
 
   “Then why are you here?”
 
   “I only wanted to make sure you knew what awaited you.  You will be tried and executed in three days.  That way you can watch the Kor-Gan die.  Do you think in her last moments she will scream your name for having failed her so utterly?”
 
   Kila decided to take a page from Starla’s book and spit in Sulfam’s face.  Such insubordination would have landed her in a cell before, but now she had nothing to lose.  Sulfam shook the spit from his face.  He raised a claw, but did not hit her.  “Your time is coming, Kila.  Spend these last days deciding on your final words.”
 
   He strutted out of the cell, leaving Kila alone.  She leaned back against the wall.  He was right, of course.  There was nothing she could do, not in here.  She would be forced to watch Starla, an innocent woman, die in such a horrible, barbaric fashion.  What would they do to her?  Traditionally a Peacekeeper found guilty of a crime would be disemboweled, left to suffer for hours until he, she, or it finally passed.  That hadn’t happened in a hundred years.  Perhaps if she degraded herself enough they might find some gentler way to kill her.
 
   The cell door opened again.  Had Sulfam forgotten an insult he wanted to deliver before she died?  Then she heard Slong say, “Hurry up, young one.  We don’t have much time.”
 
   She got to her feet to find him waiting outside the door, his bulk too great to fit through it.  The guards lay at his feet, both of them unconscious.  “What are you doing here?” Kila asked.
 
   “I’ll explain later.  Let’s go.”
 
   She stayed behind Slong as he stomped out of the detention area.  Somehow he’d managed to incapacitate all the guards on this block without anyone finding out.  “Did you use a sleep spell?”
 
   “Of course.  How else could I fetch you with so little noise?”
 
   He turned around, holding out a staff—her staff.  “This belongs to you, little one.  Now let us go.”
 
   Kila touched a button on the staff to generate a bubble around her.  Slong did the same with his staff.  They coasted easily out of the detention area, into the night sky.  The spell Slong had used would wear off in a few minutes, which didn’t give them much time.
 
   “Where are we going?  To the ships?”
 
   “No.  There is one who knows the truth.”
 
   “Commander Sulfam won’t confess.”
 
   “Not him.  Someone else.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You’ll see soon enough.”
 
   They descended into a barracks.  Kila thought to tell Slong the foolishness of this maneuver, as everyone in the barracks would know she was a fugitive.  She decided it wouldn’t do any good, not with Slong.  She remained silent as they coasted up to the top level.
 
   They stopped at a set of two blue doors.  Slong held out his staff at the knobs.  A bolt of lightning leaped from the staff to hit the lock.  He could have easily battered the door down, but that would make far more noise.  Even with the lightning it required a good hard shove for the doors to open.
 
   As soon as she saw the fully-carpeted room and heard the snores like the roar of some great beast, she knew where they were.  It came as no surprise then to find Taub lying on an enormous cushion.  She didn’t have to bother with stealth given the loudness of his snores.  She had only to walk up to him and then hold her staff to Taub’s neck.
 
   He snuffled and then looked up.  “Now you will tell us the truth,” Kila said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23
 
   The wings of the jetcopter weren’t designed to handle much weight.  Melanie hoped they could handle the four canisters she and Tonya had rigged up.  “Ever done much crop dusting?” Tonya asked.
 
   “I guess now is as good as any time to start.”
 
   “Good luck, boss.  Give me a holler if you need any help.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Sure thing.”  Tonya pressed close to Melanie.  She whispered into Melanie’s ear, “If you tell anyone about what we discussed in the lab I’ll kill you.”
 
   “Your secret is safe with me.”
 
   “See you around.”  Tonya settled her helmet onto her head.  She took a few steps before she took off.  Her flight path was a little more awkward than usual, owing to the tank strapped to her back.  She had rigged her gun to distribute the antidote in aerosol form like the canisters on the jetcopter.
 
   Melanie wished Paul were with her so he could help to pilot the craft.  She took a deep breath as she activated the rotor.  It would be better to use the helicopter mode; that way she could go slower to ensure better coverage.
 
   The jetcopter lifted off into the air.  Melanie edged it forward slowly, still a little nervous at flying this way, especially by herself.  As far as she could tell the canisters were still secure on the wings.  She hoped they would stay put until they were no longer needed.
 
   After she had gotten far enough from the hospital, Melanie reached down to her belt to press a button.  This triggered four tiny shaped charges, one on each of the canisters.  This had been the only way they could come up with on short notice to allow Melanie to trigger the release from the cockpit while in flight.
 
   She tried to keep the jetcopter steady while she slowly moved ahead.  She wanted to cover as much ground as possible, but she also needed to be thorough.  After this maybe she should go to the airport to see if there were an actual cropduster around to make things a little easier.  The only problem would be that she’d never flown a biplane before, not even in a simulator.
 
   There was no way for her to tell when the canisters ran out of antidote.  She and Tonya had run through some calculations in the lab.  Based on how much the canisters contained and how fast she was going, she had an estimate of when it would run out.  That was the best she could do at this point.
 
   She had just about reached the empty point when the jetcopter’s control panel indicated she had a phone call.  What the hell?  Only one person knew how to contact Midnight Spectre’s vehicles by cell phone—
 
   A little redheaded girl appeared on the screen.  She looked so adorable with her hair braided and face painted up like a tiger.  “Hi Mewanie!” the girl chirped.  
 
   “Robin?”
 
   “Miss Cwownface wanted me to ask you if you’d come pway with me and my fwiends.”
 
   “Clownface?”  Melanie bent towards the screen.  When she squinted, she noticed how purple Robin’s eyes looked.  She had been hit with the clown juice along with the rest of Redoubt City.
 
   “Pwease come pway with me.  I miss you.”
 
   Melanie knew this was a trap.  She didn’t see much of an alternative at the moment.  Clownface would surely kill Robin if she didn’t get what she wanted.  Melanie took a deep breath and then smiled.  “Of course I’ll come play with you, sweetheart.  Where are you?”
 
   “I’m on Fingow Iswand.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll be there real soon.”
 
   “Miss Cwonface says you gotta be here in ten minutes.”
 
   “No problem, sweetie.  You stay right there.”
 
   “OK.  Bye-bye!” Robin chirped.  She waved before the screen went blank.
 
   Melanie punched another button on the console.  “What’s up, boss?” Tonya asked.
 
   “We got a problem,” Melanie said.
 
   *** 
 
   It had taken Hitter a considerable amount of time and money, but he finally had his quarry in sight.  They all conveniently sat together at the same table at an Albanian restaurant.  Hitter watched them from a table across the restaurant while he pretended to eat a plate of goulash—the only thing on the menu that sounded even vaguely familiar.  
 
   Most jobs he preferred to operate at a distance if at all possible.  An assassin was supposed to work silently, without leaving a bunch of witnesses in his wake.  Some jobs did require working up close to lure the prey into the web.  This wasn’t that kind of job.  He could have easily infiltrated the kitchen to poison their food.  He could have stayed out in the parking lot to plant a bomb on their car.  He could have perched himself on another building to pick them off as they exited the restaurant.
 
   He didn’t because this job was personal.  This one he wanted them to know who was responsible before he did them in.  So he nibbled at the goulash and watched them enjoy their last meal.
 
   After dessert was brought to their table, Hitter finally got up.  He slung his overcoat over his right hand.  It was easy enough for him to slip his hand into the pocket for the .357 he’d bought for this job.  There was no silencer on the gun; he wanted everyone in a five-block radius to hear this. 
 
   He stomped up to their table.  There were four of them, all dressed in tracksuits and white T-shirts.  Far too much jewelry dangled around their necks.  One of them looked up at him.  “You want something kid?”
 
   Hitter let the jacket slide off his arm to reveal the .357.  “I want to see the four of you in Hell,” he growled.
 
   “Whoa, slow down, kid.  What are you talking about?”
 
   “Danielle Giordano,” he said, his voice cracking.  The gun felt heavier in his hand.
 
   “Who’s that?”
 
   “My sister,” he squeaked.  The gun trembled in his hand.  The room seemed bigger than it had been when he first came over to the table.  He was losing it.  He had better do this quick, before he lost his nerve.  “You scumbags killed her.”
 
   “Come on, sweetheart, put the gun down why don’t you?”
 
   “No!” he screeched in a soprano voice.  A tress of hair drooped over his left eye.  When he tried to brush it back, he saw the sleeve of his jacket overlapped his hand by several inches.  He was at eye level now with the murderers despite that they were still seated.  The gun became impossibly heavy; it tumbled from his hand, onto the floor.
 
   He bent down to grab it, but the gun was no longer there.  He saw only a baby doll with curly blond hair.  When he straightened, he was shorter than the chairs the men sat in.  One of them reached down to pick up the doll.  “Here you go, princess,” he said.
 
   “That’s not mine!” Hitter shouted in a tiny voice.
 
   “It’s definitely not ours, princess.”
 
   “Come on, don’t yell at her.  Leave it on the table.  She can grab it later if she wants.”
 
   Her?  She?  Hitter was about to dispute this, but then she saw she wore a plaid jumper and white blouse like Danielle had worn.  With tears in her eyes she bolted away from the table, into the bathroom.  
 
   She had to get on her toes to confirm the awful truth.  She was a little girl, only eight years old.  In the jumper and with long brown hair spilling down to her waist she looked just like Danielle.  “No,” Hitter said.  “That can’t be!”
 
   She felt a hand on her shoulder.  She spun around to see a young woman who looked like she could be Hitter’s older sister.  She was dressed strangely in a black catsuit with a black mask over much of her face.  The woman bent down to look Hitter in the eye.  “It’s all right, honey.  You need to embrace your femininity.”
 
   “No!  I don’t wanna!”
 
   Hitter ran again.  She had to throw herself against the back door at full speed for it to open.  She ran down an alley.  She kept running until she ended up beneath a bridge.  This was familiar ground; it was where she and Danielle had stayed after they ran away from home.  It was in this alley where Danielle had died.
 
   They had huddled together in a cardboard box that night.  Sometime during the night Danielle wandered away, probably to pee.  Hitter had awoke to her scream.  She caught a glimpse of the four men as they fled, Danielle’s corpse left prone on the ground where they had killed her.  They had been younger then, but their faces were forever etched in Hitter’s memory.  She had sworn revenge on them.
 
   But how could she do that now?  Even as she contemplated this, she noted how loose the jumper and blouse had become on her.  It was soon replaced by a set of pink overalls and a pink T-shirt.  She was only five years old now.  What was happening to her?
 
   A hand tousled her hair.  She looked up to see the young woman in the catsuit again.  “It’s all right, honey.  You need to embrace your femininity.”
 
   “No!”  Hitter ran again.  She didn’t get far before she tripped.  She hit the ground hard, pain bringing tears to her eyes.  She pushed herself up to her feet to find herself clad in a pink dress.  She was only three years old, almost a baby.  Tears came to her eyes when she saw her skinned knees.
 
   A pair of hands seized her.  She found herself facing not the young woman in the catsuit, but a girl with her face painted like a mime’s.  The mime flashed a smile of crooked yellow teeth.  “Do you have a boo-boo, sweetheart?”
 
   Hitter nodded.  The mime bent her head to kiss each of Hitter’s knees.  “There you go.  All better now.”
 
   The red marks had in fact disappeared.  Hitter sniffled.  “Tank you.”
 
   “It’s all right.  Mama’s here now.”
 
   Hitter leaned her head on Mama’s shoulder and fell asleep.
 
   *** 
 
   As she circled over the island, Melanie could see where Robin had to be: the Finger Island Funland.  That sounded like Clownface.  From the smoke rising from areas of the park and the people running around, it was clear Clownface had turned the Funland into her playground.
 
   Melanie set down outside the gates to avoid hitting anyone.  She checked her belt to make sure she had her Taser and shurikens.  She wished she had more firepower right now.  She would have to hope for the best.
 
   The front gates were wide open.  Melanie stepped over a turnstile to let herself inside.  She saw a trio of empty school buses parked nearby.  Did that mean she had schoolchildren in here?  Or they might have been young women turned into little girls by the alien weapon, like Robin.  
 
   She heard music up ahead.  With a shuriken at the ready, she approached a carousel that spun so fast smoke came from its motor.  On some of the animals she saw bodies stained with blood.  Melanie had to let the carousel go by three times to make sure Robin wasn’t on there.
 
   She pressed ahead, until she saw a cluster of girls she had seen from the air.  It became clear they weren’t fighting—they were playing.  They squealed and shouted as they raced around in what seemed like a chaotic game of tag.  Most of them looked in their teens, far too old for this kind of game, or to have their faces painted in a variety of childish styles.
 
   Then she noted another girl sitting beneath a tree, sucking her thumb.  She wore a short pink dress and a bow in her hair.  Her face had a cloud and rainbow painted on it.  Despite all this, Melanie recognized her.  She hurried over to kneel down beside the girl.  “Diane?”
 
   Diane squealed and then rolled over to ball up on the ground.  “Go away!”
 
   “Diane, what’s going on?”
 
   “Go away!”
 
   It was clear then what had happened:  Diane had received a dose of clown juice.  Apparently she believed herself to be a small child now.  Melanie ran a hand through the girl’s long hair.  “It’s all right, sweetheart,” she cooed.  “I’m not going to hurt you.”
 
   Diane continued to tremble on the ground.  “Diane, stop this.  You’re not a baby.  You’re a big girl.”
 
   “I want Mama!” Diane shouted.
 
   Melanie could imagine who Diane believed to be her mother.  In which case, she was already too deep in the grip of the clown juice to be talked out of it.  She needed a dose of the antidote, but Melanie didn’t have any with her.
 
   “Mewanie!” Robin shouted.
 
   Melanie looked up to see little Robin in the arms of a female mime.  The mime had to be Clownface.  Melanie put a hand on a pouch to retrieve a shuriken.  She slipped this into her hand, not that she could use it with Robin so close to Clownface.  
 
   “Looks like you already found your other little friend,” Clownface said.
 
   “What do you want with them?”
 
   “Me?  Nothing.  I’m helping them embrace the fun in life.”
 
   “Why don’t you put Robin down so we can talk about this?”
 
   “I don’t think so.  You don’t want that, do you, sweetheart?”
 
   “No,” Robin said dutifully.
 
   “You’re not going to get away with this.  We’ve already blanketed most of the city with antidote.  It won’t be long until the rest of the team brings some of it here.”
 
   “The more the merrier,” Clownface said.
 
   “Whatever you’re planning, it’s not going to work.  Put Robin down before anyone gets hurt.”
 
   Clownface ran a hand through Robin’s hair.  “Robin, sweetie, why don’t you show Melanie your new toy?”
 
   “OK.”  Robin reached into the folds of her dress to take out what looked like a pink hairdryer.  Melanie tried to dive away from it, but she was too late.  
 
   A beam of pink light hit her square in the chest.  When she landed, she rolled onto her knees as pain washed through her.  Every part of her body blazed with agony for what seemed like an eternity.
 
   When the pain subsided, Melanie opened her eyes but couldn’t see anything.  Her mask had sagged to cover her eyes.  She furiously batted it away until it dangled around her neck.  Then she could see that the outfit her mother had claimed was too tight before was now many sizes too big.  When she stood up, much of the material in the catsuit pooled at her feet.  “Oh no,” she squeaked.
 
   “Looks like we cut you down to size,” Clownface said.
 
   “This isn’t over!” Melanie shouted.  She fumbled around with the sleeve of her catsuit to free the shuriken.  Before she could, Clownface lifted her up by the scruff of the costume.  Melanie dangled in the air, kicking futilely at the air.  “Lemme go!”
 
   “Ms. Cash, I have another one for you,” Clownface said.  She passed Melanie over to a gorgeous blond woman, who took her in both hands.
 
   “Lemme go!” Melanie shouted again.
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, honey, we’re going to make you pretty.”
 
   “No!  Put me down!”  She looked over at Diane, who had gone back to sucking her thumb.  “Diane, help me!”  The girl looked away, pretending to ignore her.
 
   “You shouldn’t make such a fuss,” Ms. Cash said as she carried Melanie away.  “You can’t run around like this, can you?”
 
   “Put me down!” Melanie shouted again.  She continued to thrash impotently in the woman’s grasp.
 
   “Hush.  It’ll all be over soon.”
 
   Melanie finally gave up struggling.  She decided to conserve her energy and wait for her chance to escape.  If she could get back to the jetcopter, she could call for help.  Or at least she could warn Tonya and Garlak that Clownface had the miniaturized version of the alien weapon Stanford had designed and given to Carrie Dalton.
 
   Ms. Cash carried Melanie into what had been a dressing room for the performers at the amusement park.  She dropped Melanie down hard on one chair.  In the mirror Melanie could see her tiny, pudgy face dotted with freckles and framed by long dark blond hair.  “Such a pretty little girl,” Ms. Cash said as she began to wrestle Melanie out of the catsuit.
 
   “Clownface is going to hurt those girls.  We have to stop her.”
 
   “Miss Clownface won’t hurt anyone.  She’s helping us have fun.”
 
   “What about those dead girls on the carousel?”
 
   “That was their own fault.  They should have been more careful.”
 
   “That gas of hers has caused panic all over the city.”
 
   “It’s not nice to make up such stories, young lady.”
 
   “I’m not making up stories!”
 
   “Hush,” Ms. Cash snapped again.  “You behave or I’ll give you a spanking.”
 
   Melanie could see this wouldn’t get her anywhere.  Cash was under Clownface’s control too.  She had to bide her time and wait for the others to get here.
 
   The door opened.  Clownface appeared, carrying a girl in each hand by the ear.  One was skinny in an oversized purple T-shirt while the other was chubby and wearing only a cheetah-print bikini top with a lot of jewelry dangling from her neck.  “Oh no,” Melanie said.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24
 
   Elise grabbed the fat nanny by the front of her gray dress.  “How dare you!  You were supposed to watch her!”
 
   “I’m sorry, Queen Neptune.  I don’t know how she managed to get out of the suite—”
 
   “Find her or it’s your head!”  Elise shoved the woman away.  At times like this she wished they weren’t underwater so the incompetent fool might actually slam against something.
 
   As Ursula went out, a guard swam inside.  He saluted her and said, “Your Highness, we’re under attack.”
 
   “By who?”
 
   “There’s a submarine from the surface outside the city.  General Kod has sent a company out to intercept it.”
 
   Elise shook her head.  Spears and harpoons wouldn’t do any good against a submarine.  “I’ll take care of it,” she said.
 
   She hated to leave Ariel gods only knew where during an attack, but she didn’t have a choice.  Only her trident could stop the submarine before it leveled all of Pacifica.  As the queen she had to put the safety of all her subjects before herself—or her daughter.
 
   The palace rocked as Elise made her way to the nearest window.  Now being underwater was a good thing, as it was easy for her to swim out the window.  There were no fires, but she could see extensive damage to the palace and parts of the city.  Her fists clenched; whoever had dared to attack Pacifica would soon regret it.
 
   She saw the submarine floating not far from the city.  It wasn’t of a conventional naval design.  She knew who it belonged to because she had swam next to it a few times in the last fifteen years.  That bitch Midnight Spectre had finally decided to escalate their disagreements into a full-fledged war.
 
   Elise took the seashell from her belt.  A moment later it expanded into the royal trident, the weapon only one of noble blood could wield.  The trident glowed bright yellow in her hands.  She held it in front of her as she climbed towards the sub.
 
   As she did, she saw the submarine was already under attack.  It wasn’t one of Kod’s troops; it was a young woman in a gray dress.  She clutched a rock in her hand, which she used to bang on the sub’s hull, not that it would do any good.
 
   “What are you doing here?” Elise shouted.
 
   Killer Whale looked up at her.  “I’m trying to stop this traitor.”
 
   “With a rock?”
 
   “Perhaps you’d like to loan me the trident?”
 
   “Not happening.”
 
   “Then at least use it to tear this thing open so I can rip the bitch out of it.”
 
   “You read my mind.”  Elise let out a war cry as she stabbed the trident into the hull.  The prongs of the trident shredded the metal of the submarine like paper.  She worked the trident around until she opened up a hole big enough to fit through.
 
   Killer Whale slid in behind her, still armed with her rock.  “She’ll be in the front.”
 
   “I know.”  Elise spun around.  “Why do you care?”
 
   “She betrayed me.  She betrayed all of us.  She needs to pay.”
 
   “Fine.  Just stay out of my way.  And don’t try to grab the trident unless you want it run through you.”
 
   “Whatever you say, sister.”
 
   Elise crept forward, keeping an eye out for any booby-traps.  The deck behind them was filling up with water; if they waited long enough the sub would sink to the bottom on its own.  Elise didn’t want to wait that long.
 
   There was a sealed hatch at the front compartment.  Elise grinned slightly as she drove the trident into it.  Soon she’d have that bitch in her grasp—
 
   A blast threw her backwards, into Killer Whale.  They tumbled into the water pouring onto the deck.  Elise screamed a curse in Pacifican as she watched the escape pod rocket away from the submarine.  She hurried into the now-empty compartment.  She swam up towards the escape pod.  Now that it was in the ocean, the rocket engine burned out.  A propeller engine kicked in behind it.
 
   Elise roared at challenge at Midnight Spectre, but it wouldn’t do any good.  She forced herself to calm down.  She closed her eyes and then reached out to the nearest sea creatures.  There was a school of mahi-mahi nearby.  Elise charged them with following the escape pod to its destination.  She would follow after them to settle the score.
 
   A hand touched her shoulder.  Elise spun around, the trident at the ready.  “Sister, please, put the trident away.”
 
   “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “Don’t be a fool.  Whether you like it or not, right now we are allies against a common foe.”
 
   “I don’t need you.”
 
   “Is that so?  Tell me:  where is your daughter?”
 
   Elise’s eyes narrowed.  She tightened her grip on the trident.  “What did you do to her?”
 
   “I took her to safety when the attack began.”
 
   “You?  Why?”
 
   “She was at my cell.  Whether you choose to believe it or not, I didn’t want anything to happen to her.  She may be soft and spoiled, but she is of the royal blood.”
 
   “What did you do with her?”
 
   “I’ll tell you if you allow me to go with you to hunt Midnight Spectre down.”
 
   “Why?  So you can escape at the first opportunity?”
 
   “I want to make sure she pays for her crimes.  Afterward, if you wish to return me to the dungeons I will obey.”
 
   Elise studied her sister, the face so much like her own had been.  There was something different about her, a sincerity and humility never present before.  Had becoming a woman changed her?  With a sigh, Elise said, “Very well.  You may accompany me.  Now, where is she?”
 
   “I took her to her old home.”
 
   “You took her there?  Why?”
 
   “It seemed the safest place for her, a place no one would find her until I could retrieve her.  If you don’t mind, I would like to go with you.  I promised her I would come back.  I don’t want the child to think of me as a liar.”
 
   Elise stared at her sister again.  Now she began to understand.  Becoming a woman had not changed Killer Whale—it was love.  Little Ariel had done what Elise or her parents never could; she had actually made Killer Whale think of someone besides herself.  “You can go with me if you’d like.  Just don’t try anything.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   They didn’t say anything during the few minutes it took them to swim out to the old house.  Elise hoped this wasn’t all some elaborate trap, that she wouldn’t find her daughter strung up or otherwise mutilated.  If so, Killer Whale’s survival could be timed in seconds. 
 
   She finally saw the old coral hut up ahead.  It looked a little different than since she had been forced to abandon the place.  She really should have sent a crew out here to maintain it, but she had been so busy with raising Ariel and managing Pacifica that she never thought of it.  Or perhaps she simply didn’t want to dwell on what this old hut represented—the loss of her husband and the life they would have shared with Ariel.
 
   Elise paused in the doorway.  “Ariel?” she called out.  There was no answer.  Elise spun around to face Killer Whale.  “What have you done to her?”
 
   “Nothing, I swear.  The child is probably hiding.”  Killer Whale brushed past Elise to call out, “Ariel, it’s Aunt Whale.  I have returned, like I promised.”
 
   There was still no answer.  Elise drove Killer Whale back against a wall.  She held up the trident so the prongs brushed against Killer Whale’s jaw.  “Don’t even think about moving.  If anything’s happened to her, I will feed you to the sharks right here and now.”
 
   Elise turned away.  She reached out with her senses, but there were no sea creatures she could communicate with in the house.  “Ariel?” she called out again as she swam down the hallway from the living room.
 
   Her heart beat faster when she saw Ariel lying motionless in her old crib.  Then she heard her daughter whimper slightly.  She was alive!  Elise shrank the trident back into its seashell form to attach to her hip.  This freed up both of her hands to pull Ariel from the crib.
 
   Her daughter’s eyes opened.  She took her thumb from her mouth to shout, “Mama!  You’re here!”
 
   “That’s right, baby.  I’m here.  You’re safe now.”
 
   “Did you hurt Aunt Whale?”
 
   “No, baby.  Your aunt is here too.  She told me what happened.”  Elise forced herself to glare at her daughter.  “I told you not to go to the dungeon by yourself, didn’t I?  You disobeyed me.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mama.  I wanted to help Aunt Whale.”
 
   “Enough that you would defy me?”
 
   The toddler returned Elise’s glare with one of her own.  “You always said grown-ups shouldn’t fight.  But you and Aunt Whale were fighting.”
 
   Elise couldn’t stop herself from sobbing at the sweet innocence of her daughter’s words.  “Oh, baby, I’m sorry.  You’re such a wonderful girl.”  She pressed her daughter close to her as she swam back out to the living room.  “I’m sorry to you as well, sister.  You have acted honorably and yet I treated you with suspicion and hostility.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m glad she’s safe.”  And by all appearances Killer Whale was glad to see her niece safe.  Perhaps Ariel’s love really had changed her.
 
   Elise handed her daughter to Killer Whale.  The little girl actually kissed her aunt’s cheek.  “Thank you, Aunt Whale.”
 
   “You’re welcome, child.”
 
   Elise let the tender scene go on for a couple of minutes before she took Ariel back.  She had to fix the little girl with a stern gaze.  “Now, I’m going to take you home so you can apologize to Ursula for running away.”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”
 
   After that, despite what Ariel had said about grown-ups fighting, she would take her soldiers to track Midnight Spectre down.
 
   *** 
 
   When Sally woke up, she was surprised to still be alive.  She thought Midnight Spectre would have killed her by now.  Her second surprise was to realize she didn’t have any aches or pains from running into Midnight Spectre’s energy barrier.  The superspeed helped her to heal quicker, but it still should have taken days for her to heal.  Had she been unconscious that long?
 
   She tried to look around, but there wasn’t much to see except a lot of dark blurs.  A light came on to momentarily blind her.  Her vision cleared a little after a few seconds, but the room was still blurry.  Something cold was pressed into her hand; as she held it up, she realized it was a pair of glasses.
 
   The room finally came into focus.  Sally looked around and then gasped.  In the vanity across the room she saw not herself, but a teenaged girl with bright red hair that almost matched the zits dotting her face.  Sally raised a hand and watched the girl in the mirror do the same.  “Oh God.  What happened to me?”
 
   “The same thing that happened to your husband about twenty-five years ago,” Midnight Spectre said.  A cackle accompanied this.  “Omega’s drones destroyed most of the Crystal Lair, but I was able to find what I needed:  that chemical Storm and Dalton injected into Allison to make her a teenager.  I guess it did the same for you.”
 
   Sally stumbled out of bed.  She ran across the bedroom, but it seemed to take an eternity.  It seemed so pitifully slow to move at normal speed after years of superspeed.  “It made me normal too, didn’t it?”
 
   “That’s right.  Wouldn’t want you to run off, would I?”
 
   “Why didn’t you just kill me?  Why go to all this trouble?”
 
   “I need some live bait for your husband.”
 
   “Please, leave Allison alone.  She can’t do anything.  Not by herself.”
 
   The old woman cackled again.  “I know how resourceful she is.  I also know how much she cares about you.”
 
   “You’re a monster!”
 
   “Of course I am.  I’m an unholy science experiment gone wrong.”
 
   “Robin—”
 
   “Shut up!”  Midnight Spectre backhanded her across the face.  Sally tumbled onto the bed, where she lay whimpering until she heard the door click shut.  Then she got to her feet to go over to the window.  From the look of it she was in a hotel in the southwest.  Santa Fe or Albuquerque would be her guess from where she’d passed out.  She was on at least the fourth floor, too high for her to try jumping, especially not in this scrawny little body.
 
   She collapsed on the bed with a huff.  If they survived this, at least now she and Allison could be together as a couple again.  Tears came to her eyes as she thought of what would happen to Jenny.  They would have to let Allison’s mom raise her until her real parents were old enough to take her again.
 
   That was if they could survive this and if they could go back in time.  She rolled over on the bed to cry into her pillow with frustration.
 
   *** 
 
   “I hate this dress,” Tonya whined.  She ran a hand over it to try to smooth out imaginary wrinkles.  After that she turned her attention to her thick bangs.  “Being little sucks.”
 
   “We gotta find a way to get back to the jetcopter.  Then we can call for help,” Melanie said.
 
   “How are we gonna do that?  We can’t even get out of here.”  They had taken refuge in the Hall of Mirrors, the one place Garlak couldn’t find them because it was far too confusing for her to navigate.  The downside was that Melanie had to see an infinite number of herself in a light blue dress, the right side of her face decorated with little blue stars.
 
   “There has to be a way.”
 
   “What difference does it make?  Even if we do, we can’t do anything.  I’m only as big as one leg of my suit right now.”
 
   “If we can get that weapon from Clownface, maybe we can find a way to change ourselves back.”
 
   “Yeah, right.”  Tonya pulled her knees up to her chin and then wrapped her arms around them.  “Face it, we’re stuck like this.  If we’re lucky she’ll kill us before we have to go through puberty again.”
 
   Melanie snuggled close to Tonya to comfort her.  The last thing she needed was for her only ally to regress into a child.  “Come on, you’re still a brilliant engineer.  If anyone can do it, you can.”
 
   “So brilliant I ended up here.”  Tonya motioned to the mirrors around them.  “Look at me!  I look like a dolly!”  
 
   “You’re pretty.  There’s no shame in that.”
 
   “I don’t wanna be pretty!  I wanna be a grown-up again.”
 
   “Tonya—”
 
   “Leave me alone.”  She got to her feet and then staggered off through the Hall of Mirrors.  Melanie watched her many reflections fade away.  She sighed to herself.  This was all her fault.  She shouldn’t have rushed into this situation.  And she shouldn’t have asked Tonya to bring Garlak here; that had led them all into the trap.
 
   She was crying softly to herself when a hand touched her shoulder.  She assumed Tonya had come back, but then she looked up to see it was Paul.  He was still an adult and when she looked into his eyes, they were unchanged.  “Paul?”
 
   “Hi, Mel.  Garlak said you’d gone in here.”
 
   “She’s too stupid to find us.”  
 
   “I suppose so.  I’ve got a plan, but I need your help.”
 
   Melanie wiped at her running nose and then at her eyes.  “I can help.  What do we do?”
 
   “If we can get to Tonya’s equipment, we can get some of the antidote.  Once some of these girls come to their senses, Clownface will have her hands full.”
 
   “How do we do that?”
 
   “She’s keeping it in an equipment shed.  If someone creates a distraction, I think I can get in there.”
 
   “A distraction?”
 
   “Can you do it?”
 
   “I think I have something in mind.”
 
   *** 
 
   The first part of the plan was to get Tonya on board.  It took a little prodding mostly on Paul’s end to get Tonya to agree to help.  “This better work,” Tonya grumbled.  “I don’t want to embarrass myself for nothing.”
 
   “Come on, it’ll be fun.  Like the first time you were a kid.”
 
   “The first time I was a kid I didn’t have to wear this stupid dress.”
 
   “If you ever want to get out of that dress, we gotta do this.”
 
   “Whatever.”
 
   They emerged cautiously from the Hall of Mirrors, like prairie dogs popping out of their holes.  They only had to follow the screams and squeals to locate Garlak.  She had Diane pinned to the ground near the Ferris wheel.  Diane was much bigger than the cavegirl now, but she still thought of herself as a toddler who couldn’t possibly fight back against Garlak.  It pained Melanie to see Diane in such a state; they should be able to fix that soon enough.
 
   Melanie took a deep breath and then trotted forward.  She tapped Garlak on the left elbow.  “Tag!  You’re it!” she shouted.  She hurried back a few steps before Garlak could turn around.
 
   “Me not it!” Garlak roared.
 
   “Are too,” Melanie sang.
 
   “Yeah,” Tonya seconded.
 
   “Me show you who it.”
 
   Melanie and Tonya took off, giggling as they ran.  She looked back over her shoulder to see Garlak gaining on them.  Much of her muscle had turned to flab, but she was still stronger than even most of the teenagers here.  And she wasn’t hampered by these dumb, slippery shoes Ms. Cash made her and Tonya wear.
 
   They ran past the storage room Paul needed to access.  He was already in position in the dunk tank.  His gills would let him stay down there for days if needed.  Melanie didn’t expect it would take that long.
 
   She turned her head and stuck out her tongue to razz Garlak.  This prompted the cavegirl to roar again.  Melanie forced herself to run faster.  She was almost there—
 
   A hand seized her by the hair.  She screamed from the pain burning through her scalp.  Garlak yanked her off her feet, to lie flat on the ground.  She wasn’t there long, as Garlak picked her up and then hurled her against the strongman game.
 
   “Now you it!” Garlak shouted.
 
   “Am not!  You cheated.”
 
   This next part was her least favorite part of the plan.  It called for her to ball up while Garlak beat the hell out of her.  She wasn’t sure how much she could take, not as an eight-year-old.  On schedule, Tonya tried to shove Garlak away.  Garlak in turn pushed Tonya back a good ten feet to land on her rear.  
 
   Melanie doubted it was an act when Tonya began to cry.  “I’m telling!” she wailed.  She took off running in the direction they’d come.  Garlak considered going after her, until she saw Melanie trying to slink away.  Then she decided to throw Melanie back onto the strongman game hard enough to ring the bell at the top.  
 
   The next few minutes were a haze of blinding pain, worse than when she’d been shrunk into a little girl.  She allowed herself to cry and scream as loud as she could.  That would help sell it as real.  She doubted she could stop herself anyway.
 
   She wasn’t sure how long it was before she finally heard Clownface say, “Young lady, you shouldn’t play so rough with your toys.”
 
   “She say me it,” Garlak protested.
 
   “Well, I’d say she learned her lesson.”  A shoe pressed against Melanie’s sore ribs to turn her over.  “You have learned your lesson, haven’t you?”
 
   “Yes, Miss Clownface,” Melanie said through gritted teeth.  It didn’t take much acting to shout, “I wanna go home!  I want Mommy!”
 
   “Oh, don’t worry, sweetie, you’ll be fine and dandy soon enough.”  To Melanie’s horror, Clownface pressed the pink gun into Robin’s hands.  “Would you do the honors, honey?”
 
   “Aw wight.”
 
   Robin aimed the gun down at Melanie.  She didn’t know what would happen to her if it were used on her again.  Would she become a toddler?  A baby?  Would she disappear entirely?
 
   Before Robin could fire, a red cloud wafted over them.  Melanie began to cough violently, too violently to see what was going on.  She did hear the familiar hum of the alien weapon.  She groaned with pain a few seconds later when something heavy landed on her stomach.
 
   She blinked a few times to see it was Robin on top of her.  Clownface must have dropped her because of the gas—
 
   No, that wasn’t it, Melanie realized as the cloud dispersed.  On the ground in front of her, she saw a little dark-haired girl swimming inside a black sweater.  The shot from the alien weapon Melanie had heard must have hit Clownface.  The pink gun lay in front of her.  She reached out for it with a hand hidden somewhere within her drooping sleeve.
 
   Robin was too quick for her.  She snatched the weapon away.  “You should take better care of your toys,” she said.  She fired the weapon again.  Clownface screamed as she again shrunk, this time disappearing within the sweater.  From inside of it came a plaintive wail.  Melanie dug within the material until she found a baby with a thick cap of black hair.  The baby’s face turned red as she continued to scream.
 
   “Did you have to do that?” Melanie said.
 
   Robin shrugged as she usually did in these circumstances.  “The bitch had it coming.”  Then she pressed against Melanie, running a hand through her hair.  “You’re a cute little kid.”
 
   “So are you.”
 
   Garlak got to her feet and roared.  Melanie looked to Robin.  “I think we should get out of here.”
 
   “Screw that.”  Robin raised the gun again, but Melanie batted it away.  
 
   “Don’t!  She’s on our side now.”
 
   “Your face says differently.”
 
   “She’s just confused.”  Melanie held up her hands.  “Garlak, it’s me, Melanie.  I’m your friend.  Remember?”
 
   “You not friend!  You make me little.”
 
   “I’m sorry about that, Garlak.  We’ll find a way to fix this.  I promise.”
 
   “You lie!  Me kill you!”
 
   Before she could carry through on that promise, Paul seized the cavegirl by the back of her ill-fitting T-shirt.  “I think someone needs a timeout,” he said.  Garlak continued to scream and roar as she was dragged away.
 
   “Hey guys.  Look who I found,” Tonya said.  She had Diane’s hand in hers.  
 
   “You look like you had a run-in with a freight train,” Diane said.
 
   “That’s about how I feel,” Melanie said.  She snatched the alien weapon from Robin’s hand and then tossed it to Tonya.  “It’s time to get to work.”
 
   “Sure thing, boss,” Tonya said.  She skipped off with the pink gun in hand.
 
   Robin wrapped an arm around Melanie’s shoulders.  “I think there’s a lot you need to catch me up on.”
 
   “Sure, but can it wait until I take a nap?” Melanie asked an instant before she passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 25
 
   Melanie woke up and barely stifled a scream.  Robin opened her eyes and then smiled.  “Hi, sleepyhead.  You feeling better?”
 
   Melanie shook her head.  Most of her still felt like a piece of steak that had been tenderized with a sledgehammer.  She looked around to see they were lying on piles of clothes in the dressing room Ms. Cash had taken her into.  “You shouldn’t be here, Robin.  We can’t do anything.  Not like this.”
 
   Robin rolled her eyes, a gesture Melanie had dearly missed.  “Don’t be stupid.  I’m just sleeping next to you.  Like a sleepover.  Didn’t you do that when you were a kid?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Well neither did I, but they do it on TV all the time.  Relax.  Everything’s going to be fine.”
 
   “How can you say that?  What if we’re stuck like this forever?”
 
   “It won’t be forever.  We might have to grow up again.  Jasper and your mom can raise us.  Don’t get me wrong, it’ll suck, but there are worse things.”
 
   Now that she’d wiped the tiger face paint off, it was easier to read Robin’s face.  “What happened, Robin?  Did you kill Captain Howe?”
 
   “No.  It was the other me.  The impostor.  She switched places with me and left me in the loony bin.  I was so doped up I couldn’t see straight.  Not until she used the weapon.  Then I ended up being doped up by Clownface.”  Tears bubbled up in Robin’s eyes.  “I didn’t mean to do this to you.  I didn’t know what I was doing—”
 
   “I know.  It was the clown juice.  I don’t blame you.  I blame me for walking into the trap.  I’m so stupid.”
 
   “That’s not what I’ve heard from your friends.  They said you raised a whole new Super Squad.”  Robin wiped the tears away and then smiled.  “You actually got Hitter, Ion Man, and Neanderthal working together?”
 
   “Yeah.  It was a little dicey for a while, but we were just starting to gel.  Before all this.  Now I guess we’ll have to be the Super Squad Junior.”
 
   “What you did, it’s amazing.  I never could have done it.”
 
   “I was doing what needed done.”  It was Melanie’s turn to cry now.  She was glad to have Robin here to hold her, even if they were seven-year-olds right now.  “It’s been so hard.  I’ve missed you so much.  But I knew you didn’t do those things.”
 
   The door to the dressing room flew open.  Diane looked down at them.  She had changed into a T-shirt and jeans to look a little more grown up.  “If you tots are done bawling, we got a problem.”
 
   “What sort of problem?” Melanie asked, dreading the answer.
 
   “Tonya’s cracking up.  I think you’re the only one who can talk her down.”
 
   “I’ll be right there.”
 
   Melanie smiled tiredly at Robin.  “No rest for the weary.”
 
   “Give ‘em hell, kid.”
 
   “Thanks.”  She groaned as she got to her feet.  She might look eight, but right now she felt eighty.  She looked up at Diane.  “I don’t suppose you could give me a lift?”
 
   Diane rolled her eyes almost exactly like Robin.  “Fine, hop aboard the Outcast Express.”  Melanie gratefully climbed onto the older girl’s back.  She tried to remember the last time she’d gotten a piggyback ride.  It was probably when her father had still been alive.  Diane looked back at her.  “I don’t think I’m ever going to live this down.”
 
   *** 
 
   Diane hadn’t exaggerated the situation at all.  If anything, she had undersold it.  Melanie toddled into the room accompanied by the sound of tools clattering.  She heard Tonya scream followed by something heavy hitting the floor.  Then came sobbing.
 
   Tonya had melted into a corner of the room, her face pressed in her hands.  Melanie hobbled over to her, getting down on her knees so they’d be level with each other.  “Tonya, what’s wrong?”
 
   “I’m so stupid,” Tonya said through her hands.  “I’m just a stupid little kid.  I’m never gonna figure it out.”
 
   “Come here,” Melanie said.  She leaned Tonya forward to hug her, even though it brought a fresh wave of pain through her ribs.  “You’re not stupid.  And you are going to figure it out.”
 
   “Am not.”
 
   “That’s not what a big girl would say, would she?”
 
   “I don’t care!”  Tonya’s hand found a wrench to hurl across the machine shop.
 
   “We can figure this out.  You and me.”
 
   “Great.  Two stupid little kids.  That’ll do a lot.”
 
   “It’s not so hard.  I did it once before, inside Dr. Roboto’s monster.  All we have to do is figure out how to do it again.”
 
   Tonya looked up from Melanie’s shoulder.  “You did it before?  Why didn’t you say something?”
 
   “I was kind of on the verge of passing out.  But I’m better now.”  Melanie flashed a smile she hoped would hide the pain.  “Now we can work on it together, OK?”
 
   “OK,” Tonya said with a sniffle.  She helped Melanie up and then showed her to where she’d disassembled the miniature version of the weapon.  “There’s so much here I haven’t seen before.  I don’t know what most of this stuff even does.”
 
   “That’s because most of it came from aliens.  Roboto reverse engineered it and then Stanford miniaturized it.  We have to do the same as they did.”
 
   “You said you did it before.  Does any of this look familiar?”
 
   Melanie studied the pieces.  It was hard to tell because these parts were so much smaller than the ones inside Dr. Roboto’s monster.  Those parts had in some cases been a couple stories tall.  She had felt like a mouse crawling through the walls back then.  Sometimes she still had nightmares about it, about being buried alive in there.  “I’m not sure.”
 
   “Oh, this is hopeless,” Tonya said.  She set her head down on the table to cry.  “I’m gonna get sent to a foster home.  They’ll put me in second grade and everyone else will think I’m a freak.”
 
   “Goddamn it, shut up!” Melanie shouted.  “Feeling sorry for yourself isn’t going to help anyone.  Now look, you can do this.  You built a whole suit of combat armor out of parts from Home Depot.  You can make this stupid weapon work again.  Understand?”
 
   “I’m too little—”
 
   “I’m little too.  You see that stopping me?”
 
   “No.”  Tonya sniffled again.  “I’m sorry, boss.  I just…I just don’t feel like me anymore.  It’s like someone reached into my brain and starting ripping stuff out.”
 
   “You need to focus.  We both do.  So let’s get to work.”
 
   “Right.”
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie wasn’t sure how long they were locked up in the machine shop.  Diane and Robin came in every now and then to bring them some food and water.  The rest of the time she was alone with Tonya.  Despite her best efforts, Tonya still threw tantrums if things didn’t go her way.  Melanie was too tired and sore to do much about them most of the time; she tried to ride out the storm.
 
   They finally snapped the last piece into place and sighed.  “So, is that it?” Tonya asked.
 
   “Looks like it.”
 
   “What do we do now?”
 
   “We have to test it.”
 
   “On what?  It’s not like we can use a rat.  Maybe we should have them bring Garlak in; she’s dumber than a rat.”
 
   “Try it on me.”
 
   “You?  I can’t.  If something goes wrong—”
 
   “I don’t think I can last much longer like this.  Even if it makes me littler, at least I won’t be so broken up inside.”  She hopped off her stool and then staggered back a few steps.  She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to watch.  “Go ahead.”
 
   “Well, here goes nothing.”
 
   There was a screech like a car trying to stop with no pads on its brakes.  Melanie hoped the weapon didn’t explode or else they’d be in big trouble.  They’d have to find the impostor Robin to get back the original alien weapon.
 
   Even with her eyes shut, she saw the flash of light.  Nothing happened at first.  Then she felt that familiar sensation, as if her body were on fire.  She dropped to all fours and screamed.  She knew it was working this time as she heard the seams of her dress pop open.
 
   “Oh my God, it works!” Tonya shouted.  She knelt beside Melanie.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ve…been…better.”
 
   Tonya grunted as she strained with her little body to help Melanie sit up.  They managed to get her propped against a leg of the table.  “Hold on,” Tonya said.
 
   “I’m not going anywhere,” Melanie whispered.  She was far too tired to move.  With some effort she looked down at herself.  She was relieved to see a womanly set of breasts.  That was something positive, but how old was she now?
 
   In lieu of a mirror, Tonya brought her a piece of sheet metal.  In it Melanie saw a face close to the one she’d worn the day before.  Her cheeks were a little pudgier than before, the rest of her likewise flush with baby fat.  She was probably seventeen or eighteen now instead of twenty-one.  That would be close enough, she supposed.
 
   “It worked.  It really worked.”  She brought little Tonya in for a hug.  “You did it.”
 
   “I helped, but you’re the one who did it.”
 
   “Well, whatever.  The point is we don’t have to grow up again.”
 
   “You think you can manage to hit the button on the remote?”
 
   “Sure,” Melanie said.  She still needed Tonya’s help to get to her feet.  Tonya handed her a piece of pipe to use as a cane so she could shuffle over to the other side of the table.
 
   Tonya skipped over to the center of the room.  “All right, let’s do it!”
 
   Melanie pushed the button on the remote they’d rigged up.  The weapon made the grinding sound, but nothing came out of it.  Melanie tried again with the same result.  “What’s wrong?” Tonya asked.
 
   “I think it’s out of power.”
 
   “What?  That’s not fair!  I wanna be a big girl too!” Tonya whined.  She stamped her foot and then launched into another tantrum.  This time Melanie lurched over to seize her by the shoulders.
 
   “That’s enough of that.  I’m sure it’s not out of power forever.  We need to hook it up to something with more oomph.”
 
   “You mean like the generator?”  Tonya pointed behind her at the emergency generator the amusement park had used.  
 
   “Like the generator.”  Melanie tousled the little girl’s hair.  “Go to it, sweetheart.  I’m counting on you.”
 
   “I’m counting on me,” Tonya said and then scampered off to get to work. 
 
   *** 
 
   They came down one at a time to use the weapon.  Robin went first.  Melanie stayed at her side as she grew back into a teenager again.  Robin looked about as scrawny as she had when they first met.  Her red hair was a lot longer than it had been; Melanie was sure a trip to the barber would soon be required.  She pressed Robin against her to walk her over to where a pile of clothes waited:  a pair of petite jeans and a red Funland T-shirt.  
 
   Robin grinned sleepily at her.  “Tonight we can actually do something in bed, huh?”
 
   “I’m looking forward to it.”  They kissed in a way they hadn’t been able to in so long.  That was until Tonya cleared her throat.
 
   “Get a room, you two.”
 
   “We will,” Robin said.
 
   “Send in the next victim.”
 
   They brought down as many girls as they could find around the Funland, at least those who had been women before the disaster.  Despite Diane’s pleas to see what it would do to someone who had been a man at the time of the disaster, Melanie and Tonya refused.  There was no telling what it might do.
 
   “All I can tell you is it won’t give you a penis,” Tonya said.
 
   “How can you be so sure about that?”
 
   “Because in every instance the subject’s turned out female so far.  Whoever built that thing didn’t have much respect for the Y chromosome.”
 
   “They probably didn’t have such a thing in their society,” Melanie said.
 
   In the end Diane had stormed off to pout somewhere while they continued to bring girls down.  They saved Garlak for last.  Paul had to lead her with a chain like a dog and even then she continued to struggle.
 
   Melanie bent down to look the cavegirl in the eyes.  “This machine will make you big again, all right?  You need to stand here very still so it can work.”
 
   “You lie!  You want to kill me!”
 
   “Of course I don’t.  You see what it did to me and Tonya, don’t you?  We were little kids and now we’re grown-ups again.”
 
   “More or less,” Tonya said.  Her own transformation had left her at about sixteen.  She was a little gawkier in build and the zits on her face had tripled.
 
   “Me no trust you.”
 
   “Garlak, I’m sorry this happened to you.  I never wanted that.  You’ve become a friend to me, like Tonya and Diane and Paul.  We’ve been through so much together.  I wouldn’t hurt you now.”
 
   The cavegirl snorted and then pawed at the ground like a bull.  But finally she relented.  “Me stand still.  If you lie, me kill you.”
 
   “I’m sure you will.”
 
   Melanie stood back so Tonya could trigger the machine.  She turned away to avoid being blinded by it.  She knew when it had begun to work when Garlak started to scream.  “Kill you!” Garlak shouted.  Melanie turned to see her on all fours, stretching out with one hand to grab Melanie.  That hand got closer as her arm swelled.
 
   When it was over, Garlak was a little smaller than she had been the day before, but not nearly as small as she had been minutes earlier.  The cavewoman got to her feet.  While she grunted and snuffled as she examined herself, Melanie fetched the pile of jewelry that had been taken from Garlak.  She held this out as a peace offering.  “Here are your shiny things.”
 
   Garlak snatched these away warily.  She draped the necklaces over her head.  This at least covered some of her nakedness.  They had searched the whole amusement park, but couldn’t find anything to cover her lower regions except a thong that fit very snugly.
 
   “Doesn’t leave much to the imagination,” Tonya whispered into Melanie’s ear.
 
   “We’ll have to do some shopping later.  For now—”
 
   Diane burst into the room.  “You lot better get out here.  The shit’s really hitting the fan now.”
 
   Melanie hurried outside, dreading what fresh hell would be unleashed now.  Robin grabbed her hand and then pointed up at the sky.  There was a second moon now.  This one was larger than the original and black except for a sliver of red light in the center.
 
   “What that?” Garlak asked.
 
   “A Death Star?” Tonya guessed.
 
   “Whatever it is, it’s going to be trouble,” Melanie said.
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Chapter 26
 
   Allison wasn’t sure how much time had gone by as she worked on the ion weapon.  She wished there were simply a switch to flip, but it was far more complicated than that.  Nor could she turn a few parts backwards to achieve the reverse effect.  She had to take the whole thing apart and then reverse-engineer it, only in a way contrary to how it was before.
 
   Despite how focused she was on the project, an internal timer warned her Sally had been gone much too long.  It should only have taken her a couple of minutes to reach the platform.  The measurements should only take a few more minutes.  Then the return trip.  All in all, it should take less than a half hour, but it had to have been a lot longer than that.
 
   She was relieved when her communicator beeped.  That relief lasted the half-second for Midnight Spectre’s voice to come on.  “Hello, Allison.  I think I have something you want.”
 
   “Where’s Sally?  What did you do to her?”
 
   “She’s here…more or less.”
 
   “What are you—?”
 
   “Hi, Ally,” a soft voice said.  “It’s me.  Sort of.”
 
   “Sally?”
 
   “She used that serum on me.  The one that made you a kid.”  Sally paused to sniffle.  “It did the same to me.”
 
   “You son of a bitch!” Allison shouted.  “I’ll kill you!”
 
   “That wouldn’t be wise,” Midnight Spectre said.  “If you still want little Sally, she’ll be on the roof of the Hilton in Santa Fe.  At least for the next two minutes.  After that she’ll be down on street level.”
 
   “You can’t kill her,” Allison said.  “As soon as you do, I’ll kill you.”
 
   “I’m not scared of children—even if they have superspeed.”
 
   “All right.  I’ll be there.  Just don’t hurt Sally.”
 
   “I knew you’d see it my way.”
 
   Over her years as Velocity Man, then Velocity Gal, and now Velocity Kid, she’d timed herself to know how fast it would take her to get from one point on the globe to another.  Two minutes should be more than enough time, so long as she didn’t run into any trouble.  Except she was sure Midnight Spectre would have trouble planned for her.  She had a good idea of how to avoid most of it, but she would need to run faster than she ever had before.  And she would need one item from off the worktable.
 
   With that, Allison set out.  She picked up speed over the Atlantic, her feet never touching the surface of the water.  In the Sahara she felt herself beginning to lighten around the edges, which meant she was dangerously close to the speed of light.  Einstein and others theorized that at the speed of light, any matter would be converted to energy.  Allison didn’t want to put this hypothesis to the test, but she couldn’t slow down, not if she wanted to reach Sally in time.
 
   By the time she reached the Pacific, she could no longer feel most of her body.  Allison didn’t have any idea what would happen to her now when she decelerated.  Would only the matter that was left of her emerge?  Would the rest of her mysteriously return?  Would she simply vanish?
 
   She screamed as she pushed herself faster.  Focal City was only a blur to her.  The whole of Arizona hardly registered.  She had to focus just to make out Santa Fe.  Her body was completely gone, leaving her lighter than air.  With this realization, she took flight, zipping through the air like lightning, onto the roof of the hotel.
 
   Allison noted Midnight Spectre on the roof with a legion of Omega’s machines patrolling the area.  It was of course a trap.  Allison was certain many more of the machines had been waiting between Redoubt City and Santa Fe, which had necessitated her going the long way around the Earth.  
 
   Sally was in the middle of it all.  She looked a lot different now, more like Allison’s little sister than her aunt.  Allison wished she had time to apologize for what was about to happen or at least to say goodbye, but there was no way she could.  She had to seize this moment, while Midnight Spectre and Omega’s forces hadn’t detected her.
 
   What she needed to do would require pinpoint accuracy.  The ion coil she had taken from the lab had merged with her as she’d hit light speed.  Her whole body was an ion charge now; all she needed was some matter to interact with to duplicate what had happened to her and Sally.  That matter was conveniently on the roof of the hotel.
 
   The moment Allison came into contact with Midnight Spectre’s body, there was a flash of light.  Then Allison was gone.
 
   *** 
 
   They hadn’t bothered to chain Starla up inside the rocket.  The interior of the rocket was so cramped they probably figured there would be no point to restraining her.  There was no window, but they had helpfully included a monitor at her eye level so she could watch herself approach the system’s red sun.
 
   There had been more speeches from the Elders and Commander Sulfam before she was consigned to the rocket.  They had pretty much repeated what they’d said at the trial.  Perhaps learning from their mistakes, they hadn’t given her a chance to respond.  Not that it would have made a difference at that point.
 
   To a mighty cheer, Starla had been shoved into the rocket.  “Soon you will have your just reward,” Sulfam said before he shut the lid on her, again not leaving her a chance to reply.
 
   At the top of the monitor ran a countdown for how long until she would reach the point where the star would melt her and the rocket.  She supposed there was a bitter irony involved in her being fed to a sun when three years ago she had lured her impostor too close to Earth’s sun.  Now she would know how it felt to burn.
 
   Sweat began to drip into her eyes as the rocket warmed.  Too bad she didn’t have room to wipe her brow.  That was part of the fun for them, she was sure.  Well, if they wanted to watch her squirm and plead for mercy they would be sorely disappointed.  She would go down as the picture of stoicism.
 
   This was hard to maintain as the metal of the rocket began to burn through her jumpsuit.  It was warmer than an oven inside the rocket now and she was cooking like a Thanksgiving turkey.  Her throat was parched while her body was coated with moisture it couldn’t afford to lose.  She closed her eyes and said that old prayer she’d said before she’d gone to bed back home on Earth.
 
   Starla was in the process of asking God to bless the staff of the Atomic City Star when she felt the rocket shake.  She didn’t put much thought into that until the rocket began to cool.  She was too exhausted to open her eyes as she felt a hand run through her sweaty hair.  “I don’t feel good, Ma,” she whispered.
 
   “I am not your mother,” Kila said.
 
   Starla forced herself to open her eyes.  The alien floated centimeters above her, as close as a lover.  “What?”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’ve come to save you.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I escaped from the prison with my friend’s help.  We have evidence of your innocence.  Not only your innocence, but for all Kor-Gans—including your father.”
 
   “That’s good news.  So we’re going back to your Elders now?”
 
   “No.  They would not listen to us.  They are responsible for this conspiracy.”
 
   “What conspiracy?”
 
   “There is a terrible creature, one who devours all the life of a world in order to sustain itself.  It is responsible for the genocide you were accused of.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” Starla said, her heat-addled brain having trouble fitting Kila’s words together.  The alien put a hand to her forehead and suddenly Starla’s body shivered with cold.  Her throat moistened as if she’d drunk a quart of water.  “Thank you.”
 
   “What you must understand is this creature is very powerful.  So powerful even the Elders fear it.  Since they did not believe they could defeat it, they chose to negotiate with it.  They would allow it to devour worlds they chose, ones deemed of little consequence.”
 
   Starla’s eyes widened as a horrible thought struck her.  “Like Earth?”
 
   “Yes.  Earth is its next target.  That is why you were brought here.  The Elders might not be able to defeat it, but perhaps you can.”
 
   “I don’t think I could defeat a kitten much less a world-killing alien.”
 
   “That is why we must get you back to Earth, so your cells can recharge.  And it will let the rest of my comrades see this threat for themselves.  Once they’ve seen it, then they will understand your innocence.”
 
   “So it was this thing that did everything they said my people did?”
 
   “Yes.  Your race was thought to be extinct and also had the technical capability to destroy the worlds in question.  They made the perfect scapegoats.”
 
   A scapegoat.  That was what Starla had been for them.  Her fists clenched at the thought she’d been torn away from her husband, her family, her friends, and her whole world because these “Elders” were afraid to fight the menace themselves.
 
   “How long until we get there?”
 
   *** 
 
   An eerie silence had settled over most of Focal City.  Elise had never seen the city so quiet before.  Most of it appeared to be abandoned.  That left plenty of places for Midnight Spectre to hide.  But no matter where she went, Elise would hunt her down.
 
   “This is a trap,” Killer Whale said beside her.
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   “And we’re going to walk into it?”
 
   “Do you have a better alternative?”
 
   “Not at the moment.”
 
   “Then we press on.  Keep your eyes peeled.”  Elise had a hundred of her most loyal guards with her, but on land they were at a serious disadvantage.  It had taken several minutes for most of them to acclimate to the surface after having spent most of their lives underwater.  There was also no sea life around for Elise to reach out to for help in locating Midnight Spectre.  She would be largely blind.
 
   “General, have your men spread out.  We need to cover as much ground as possible.”
 
   “Yes, Your Majesty.”  General Kod began to relay orders to his subordinates.
 
   Elise tried to think back to all the times she had visited Focal City.  She usually had come to drop in on Alan/Allison and Sally.  A few times there had been some Super Squad business, like when the place had come under attack by giant robots.
 
   Right on cue the ground shook.  The soldiers around her looked around nervously; they had never experienced a quake on the surface before.  “What was that?” Killer Whale asked.
 
   “I think it’s her,” Elise said.  She tightened her grip on the royal trident.
 
   A twenty-foot robot stomped into view.  Elise saw the black form inside the head module.  That could only be Midnight Spectre.  To confirm this, she said over a loudspeaker, “Apex Girl destroyed most of these, but you know how Storm used to be.  The double-dealer always had to keep something up his sleeve.  In this case he kept one of these things hidden away in a secret depot, waiting to be unleashed on the Super Squad.  I guess we might as well make his dream a reality.”
 
   “Give this up, Robin,” Elise shouted.  “My men might not be able to hurt that robot, but you know I can.”
 
   “And I’m sure you will too.”
 
   Killer Whale put a hand on Elise’s arm.  “Don’t throw the trident.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “That’s what she wants.  She’ll probably grab it or trap it somehow and then you’ll be defenseless.”
 
   “Then what would you have me do?”
 
   “Keep her occupied.  And assign me a pair of men.”
 
   Elise studied her sister’s face for a moment.  So far Killer Whale had not betrayed her, but perhaps she was waiting for an opening—like going off on her own to join with Midnight Spectre.  And yet Elise doubted Killer Whale was such a good actress that she could have faked everything with Ariel.  “Remember, sister, this is the woman who nearly killed your niece.”
 
   “I’m well aware of that.”
 
   Elise turned to General Kod.  “I need two of your best to accompany my sister.”  The general looked about to say something, but Elise held up a finger.  “Follow my orders.”
 
   “Yes, Your Highness.”
 
   Elise gave Killer Whale a brief hug.  “Good luck.”
 
   “And you.”  Then Killer Whale trotted away, leaving Elise to face down the giant robot.
 
   She brandished the trident.  “I’m here!  Why don’t you finish it already?”
 
   “If that’s what you want.”
 
   The robot stepped forward.  Elise launched herself at its left leg.  She stabbed at it with the trident, the prongs tearing through the metal.  General Kod and his men hurled their spears and harpoons; the weapons only pinged harmlessly off the robot’s armor.
 
   “Stand down!” Elise barked.  “All you’re going to do is get yourselves killed.”
 
   “But Your Majesty—”
 
   “Fall back to the harbor.  I’ll deal with this.”
 
   Elise wasn’t sure how she would do that short of chopping the thing down a little at a time.  Disposing of giant robots was work much better suited to Starla.  She could punch through them or hurl them into the sun.  Elise could only poke at the thing with her trident.
 
   She couldn’t even do that as the robot shook its left leg.  Elise went flying into a trashcan that was mostly full.  She rolled off the can a second before she would have been vaporized by a missile.
 
   Clearly she needed to change tactics.  She wished she knew what her sister had in mind.  For now she supposed all she needed to worry about was keeping the robot occupied.  Though it was against everything she stood for as Queen Neptune, she ran.
 
   A trail of destruction followed behind her as the robot tried to draw a bead on her.  It was just as well most of Focal City was abandoned at this point.  Elise turned right, onto a street that ran through a canyon created by skyscrapers on every side.  The robot followed after her, though it was a tight squeeze.
 
   Having spent most of the last three years in the water, Elise’s muscles soon tired of this chase.  She turned around to face the advancing robot.  Her fingers tightened around the trident.  That was when she saw what her sister had in mind.
 
   On a rooftop, the pair of guards hurled Killer Whale into the air.  She soared from the roof, towards the head of the robot.  Elise knew what her sister had in mind now.  She hefted her trident as if she were going to throw it at the robot.  At the last moment she pulled her arm back more to send the trident screaming towards the head of the robot.
 
   She thought Midnight Spectre might bat the trident away or catch it, but apparently the royal scepter was too fast for her.  It tore through the air until Killer Whale seized hold of it.  Elise saw her sister’s body freeze with the trident raised over her head.  That trident was the symbol of everything Killer Whale had worked to acquire.  She could simply take it and run now, go back to Pacifica and declare herself the queen.
 
   Those thoughts surely ran through Killer Whale’s mind.  Then with a scream she brought the trident down on the robot’s head.  Glass shattered; Elise hurried back to avoid getting sliced open by any of the pieces.  The robot sagged, its systems going dead.
 
   Elise waited a full ten minutes at the feet of the robot.  She was sure by now Killer Whale had fled with the trident.  Then she saw her sister dragging Midnight Spectre behind her.  Killer Whale tossed the woman at Elise’s feet.  To her surprise, Killer Whale got down on her knees and held up the trident.  “I humbly return this to you, Queen Neptune.”
 
   “You’re sure?”
 
   “You are the true queen of Pacifica.  You love it so much you would even trust me with the trident in order to protect our people.”
 
   Elise nodded and then took the trident back.  “Thank you, sister.  What you’ve done here today will go down in history.”
 
   Midnight Spectre laughed.  “Are you two done jerking each other off yet?”
 
   “Silence!” Elise shouted.  She slapped Midnight Spectre across the face.  “I haven’t even started with you yet.”
 
   “And you’re not going to,” Midnight Spectre said.  With a defiant smile, she pointed to the sky.  It was filling with tiny black shapes Elise thought must be birds.  As they grew larger, she knew they weren’t birds and that she and all of Earth were in big trouble.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 27
 
   The whole team gathered in the Redoubt City Observatory.  All of them—even Garlak—had the look of someone who hadn’t slept in a day.  That was the truth.  Ever since that thing had appeared in orbit, the Super Squad Auxiliary had worked tirelessly to evacuate the city’s population to shelters.  
 
   This process was made easier thanks to the alien weapon.  Now that the effects of the clown juice had worn off, Redoubt City’s people were back to being the easily-cowed women they had been since the disaster first struck.  A few sharp words—or growls in Garlak’s case—and they would hurry down into the nearest shelter.
 
   Melanie hadn’t taken part in most of this.  She had been on the radio to Washington to inform them of the situation.  In talking with the president and her staff, Melanie soon realized she was for all practical purposes the leader of the free world right now.  The real leaders of the world acquiesced to everything she said with no argument.  It was far more responsibility than she had ever wanted.
 
   For now the plan was to get as many people as possible to safety.  They had no idea what the object in the sky was, but Melanie had a feeling it wouldn’t turn out to be friendly.  With some help from Robin and Tonya they had sent a welcome message, but they hadn’t received a response so far.
 
   That was why they had come to the observatory.  The telescope gave a better view of the object.  It wasn’t quite a smooth sphere like the first Death Star in Star Wars.  It was more like an orange after a few sections had been pulled out.  From those sections came the red glow visible even from the ground.  So far they hadn’t been able to figure out what that glow was.
 
   It was too bad there weren’t any shuttles left in active service.  It would have taken a while to prep one, but at least they would have had a viable option for going up there.  As it was, the nearest humans to it were the astronauts on the International Space Station, the only non-Pacifican men left.  Melanie and the others had tried to contact the station, but the disaster or the object had damaged the station’s communications array.
 
   Tonya looked through the telescope and then shook her head.  She turned to Robin.  “I don’t suppose you have an X-wing with a couple of proton torpedoes handy?”
 
   “I don’t have anything spaceworthy.  I should have with all the trouble aliens have given us recently.”
 
   Melanie looked through the lens again.  When she saw a flutter of movement, she fiddled with the controls to try zooming in.  The image steadied enough that she could see spaceships emerging from the object.  They looked similar to the V-22 Osprey cargo planes the military used, only these had rocket engines.  She tried to count how many she saw but soon lost track.
 
   “We’re in trouble,” she said.  She motioned for Robin to take a look.
 
   “It’s an invasion,” Robin said.
 
   “Are you serious?” Diane asked. 
 
   Tonya took a look through the lens and then nodded.  “It sure as hell isn’t an Orson Welles radio prank.  What do we do, boss?”
 
   All eyes in the room turned to Melanie.  Her cheeks burned with warmth.  She was only twenty-one years old, an engineering student at MIT, and here she was supposed to have a strategy to repel an alien invasion.  She forced herself to take a deep breath and not to panic.  It was another crisis to solve, like all the others they had encountered so far.
 
   “If they’re coming for a fight, we need to engage them in a place that can minimize civilian casualties.”
 
   “You mean like the desert?” Tonya asked.
 
   “A good idea, but it’d take too long to get there.  No, I was thinking of Finger Island.  Now that we pulled out all those girls Clownface took, the place is deserted.  It should make as good of a place as any to make our stand.
 
   “Diane and Garlak, I want you to get over to the island ASAP.  Set up there to meet any invaders.  Tonya can give you a lift over there.  Then she can join the rest of us.”
 
   “What are you going to be doing?” Tonya asked.
 
   “Me, Robin, and Paul will go back to the bunker.  Robin can take the jet and I’ll take the jetcopter.  Paul, do you think you can handle a gunboat?”
 
   “Shouldn’t be too hard.”
 
   “Good.  You get over to the island, as close to shore as you can.  Rob, Tonya, and I will go up to meet the invaders.  If we can, we’ll drive them your way on the island.  Everyone got it?”
 
   The others mumbled agreement.  Melanie nodded to them.  “I won’t lie to you:  this plan will probably fall apart pretty quick.  Things will get messy.  We have to hold together as best we can.  We’ve gotten this far by being a team and now’s not the time to change that.  Right?”
 
   “Let’s do it,” Tonya said.
 
   “We crush invaders,” Garlak said.
 
   “Sounds like suicide to me, but I suppose it’s the best we can do,” Diane said.
 
   “Then let’s get to it,” Melanie said.  She, Paul, and Robin went out to the jetcopter.  Robin took the co-pilot’s seat.  As Melanie headed for the bunker, she caught Robin glancing over at her.  “What?”
 
   “You’re so different now.  The last time I saw you, you could hardly go up two floors in an elevator without getting nauseous.”
 
   “I guess Allison did a good job with the medicine.”
 
   “That’s not it.  You’ve grown up.  And I don’t mean because of that alien weapon you and Tonya modified either.”
 
   “Is there something wrong with that?”
 
   “No.  I think it’s great.”  Robin sighed as she looked out the window.  “I’ve always been good at making plans, but I couldn’t have done what you did in there.  You’re a natural leader.  All of them—even Neanderthal—are willing to stand up to an alien horde for you.”
 
   “It’s not for me.  It’s for Earth.”
 
   “Maybe a little, but they love you.  In Tonya and Diane’s cases that might be literal.”
 
   Melanie grinned at Robin.  “Are you jealous?”
 
   “Of those two?  Please.  I put them in jail a half-dozen times apiece.”
 
   “That is pretty sexy.”  Melanie would have liked to lean over to kiss Robin, but the Holloway estate was directly below them.  Melanie cleared her throat and then said, “I suppose I should warn you about Jasper—”
 
   *** 
 
   There wasn’t time for much in the way of goodbyes.  Jasper and Melanie’s mother had taken shelter in the bunker, probably on Jasper’s insistence once she heard of the object in orbit.  Perhaps owing to her new female hormones, Jasper had actually crushed Robin in a hug.  Melanie was more subdued with her mother.
 
   “Are you all right, honey?  You look different.”
 
   “I’m fine, Mom.”
 
   “Where are you off to now?”
 
   “There are alien ships on the way.  We have to go to meet them.”
 
   “Alien ships?  Oh my goodness.  Are they friendly?”
 
   “We don’t know yet.  That’s part of why we need to go up there.”
 
   Mom ran a hand through Melanie’s hair.  “You be careful, honey.  This sounds very dangerous.”
 
   “I know.”  Melanie gave in to the urge to press her mother in a hug.  “I’ll come back.  I promise.”
 
   “I know you will,” Mom said.  “After all, you’re the Outlaw.”
 
   “Outcast, Mom.”
 
   “I don’t think either name is very appropriate.  Why can’t you have something more patriotic, like Miss America?”
 
   “Because I’m not a beauty queen.  I’m supposed to be dark and mysterious, like Midnight Spectre.”
 
   “You mean that sweet little girl over there?  She doesn’t seem so dark and mysterious to me.”
 
   Melanie shook her head.  She shouldn’t be surprised that they were facing the end of the world and her mother was still picking at her for something so trivial.  “It’s too late to change it now.  But when this is over, maybe you could become Miss America.”
 
   “I think I’ll leave this superhero business to you and your friends.”  Mom kissed Melanie’s forehead, on the edge of her mask.  “I love you, honey.”
 
   “I love you, Mom.”
 
   Jasper had finally let Robin go, though she still had tears in her eyes.  It was a bizarre sight to see Melanie’s mother comforting the sobbing butler.  “Are you all right?” Melanie asked Robin.
 
   “I’ll be fine.  She just mussed up the uniform a little.”
 
   “That’s not what I meant.”
 
   “It’s a little weird seeing Jasper like that.  And your mom.  You and her look like twins.”
 
   “Don’t remind me.”  She pulled Robin closer so they could share a kiss—a brief one with her mom watching.  “I love you.”
 
   “Come on, kid, don’t go to pieces on me,” Robin said.  She kissed Melanie’s ear and then whispered, “I love you too.”  
 
   At last they parted to go over to their vehicles.  Robin took off first in a roar of jet engines.  Melanie waited until Robin was well clear before she started the rotor of the jetcopter.  Before she lifted through the roof of the bunker, she glanced down at her mother and Jasper.  She tossed them a salute and then accelerated away.
 
   Tonya joined them over the city.  “It’s all set, boss,” she said.  “I hope Garlak doesn’t trash the place before the aliens can.”
 
   “If they’re here to fight.”
 
   “Yeah, I’m sure that armada they’ve got coming is here to flash lights and play music.”
 
   “That would be a welcome change of pace.”
 
   “Can the chatter,” Robin snapped.  “How high can that tin can of yours go?”
 
   “Tin can?  How about I race you up there?”
 
   “Settle down, you two,” Melanie said.  “Tonya can stay here with me.  Robin will go check it out.”
 
   “She’s the one you want to make first contact with these aliens?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   “No offense, boss, but your girl isn’t exactly Miss Congeniality.”
 
   ‘“Her girl’ has a lot more experience at talking with aliens than you do,” Robin said.  
 
   One of Melanie’s screens came to life.  There wasn’t much to see on it, just a pair of glowing red eyes.  An inhuman voice rumbled, “You have done well.  This planet is ripe for the taking.”  
 
   “I did my best,” Robin said.  Melanie realized Robin had routed the call to her so she could eavesdrop.  But what did the alien mean?
 
   It continued, “These pitiful creatures will be easily gathered.  Per our arrangement, you can have all that remains.”
 
   “Thanks, boss,” Robin said, borrowing from Tonya’s vocabulary.  “What about anyone who tries to fight back?”
 
   “They will be crushed.  None can stand before me.”
 
   “Since we’re going to be working together, what am I supposed to call you?”
 
   “I am Omega, destroyer of worlds.  You, puny human, will do as I command or you will die with all the others.”
 
   “Well, the thing is, Mr. Omega, I’ve always been bad at following orders.”  The screen went blank.  Melanie looked up to see a pair of explosions.  
 
   The battle had begun.
 
   *** 
 
   Elise grabbed Midnight Spectre by the front of her costume.  “What are those?”
 
   “You could think of them as the legions of angels from Revelations come to punish the sinners.”
 
   “What are you prattling about?”
 
   “I forgot, you don’t believe in our god.  They’re the ones who are going to bring about the end of the world.”
 
   “Are they friends of yours?” Killer Whale asked.
 
   “More like business partners.  I helped soften Earth up for them and in return I’ll be back to normal.”
 
   “Not if I disembowel you first,” Elise said. 
 
   “You could do that, but you’re wasting precious time.  Those ships will be here soon and they aren’t selling Girl Scout cookies.  You’d better high-tail it back to the ocean and wait for them to come down there to wipe Pacifica off the map.”
 
   “I’m not going to run,” Elise said.  She shoved Midnight Spectre away.  “The ruler of Pacifica does not flee from her enemies like a coward.”
 
   “What are we supposed to do, sister?  We can’t fight them with spears and harpoons.”
 
   Killer Whale had a point.  The Pacificans would be vastly outgunned by alien ships.  There had to be some way to even things up.  Elise looked around, her eyes falling upon the robot still standing between skyscrapers.  A smile spread across her face.  “Tell General Kod to get his men up in those buildings.”
 
   “What are you planning?”
 
   “We lure them between those buildings and then ambush them.”
 
   “With spears?”
 
   “They must have a weakness.  We’ll have to find it.”  Elise turned back to Midnight Spectre.  “You can be of some help in that regard.”
 
   “I don’t know anything about it.”
 
   “I doubt that.  I’m sure you know everything about them.  Now you’ll tell us.”
 
   “Why should I?”
 
   Elise brandished the trident.  “Because otherwise I can make things very uncomfortable for you.”
 
   “Torture?  Is that the best—”  Midnight Spectre broke off with a scream as Elise sunk the trident in her leg.  “Goddamn it!”
 
   “Now perhaps you’ll be more cooperative?”
 
   “Fuck you.”  Midnight Spectre screamed again as Elise stabbed her other leg.
 
   “Tell me!”
 
   Midnight Spectre spat, but then said, “It won’t do you any good, so I’ll tell you.  They don’t have cockpits like our aircraft.  They’re controlled by remote.  There’s a control junction in front of the wing root on either side.  You hit that and you’ll deactivate them.”
 
   “Thanks for the tip.”  Elise grabbed Midnight Spectre by the front of her costume and then started towards the robot.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “Just a little insurance.  Now move.”  Elise took no small amount of pleasure in poking Midnight Spectre in the rear with the trident.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 28
 
   The first wave of the alien craft descended from the atmosphere.  After Robin had launched a swarm of missiles, she dropped down to where Melanie and Tonya waited.  Melanie didn’t bother to look at her radar screen as it was cluttered with far too many targets to count.  She took a deep breath and then said, “All right, let’s get them.”  
 
   She kicked in the jet engines to scream towards some of the alien ships.  There was no need to aim her missiles as there were so many targets she couldn’t possibly miss.  She was gratified to see the alien ships explode, pieces falling towards the surface far below.  They would really have been in trouble if these alien ships were made of something Earth weapons couldn’t penetrate.
 
   The jetcopter dropped into a dive a moment before a blast of light would have vaporized her.  The computer had initiated the maneuver; it was probably a much better pilot than Melanie.  She focused on firing the weapons while the computer tried to keep her in the air.
 
   At one point she was pretty sure she saw Robin’s plane, but it was hard to keep track in the swarm around her.  She wished she had a couple dozen squadrons of fighters up here with her, but even that wouldn’t even the odds.  Anything they managed to take out wouldn’t be a drop in the bucket.
 
   The guns shuddered as they ran out of ammunition.  Melanie checked her displays to make sure there wasn’t anything left.  She was unarmed now.  She’d have to go back to the bunker to rearm, but she couldn’t possibly do that or else she would lure the aliens to her mother and Jasper.
 
   Stick to the plan, she told herself.  She instructed the computer to drop her down towards Redoubt City.  The aliens would certainly follow her.  If she could stay alive long enough, she could bring them to Garlak and Diane.  That might get a few more before they were overwhelmed.
 
   Except she wouldn’t get that far.  Something slammed into the rear of the jetcopter, sending it into a flat spin.  Red lights flashed all over the cockpit.  Melanie couldn’t do anything about them, the G-forces pinning her to her seat.  The contents of her stomach came up, overwhelming the medicine she’d taken earlier.
 
   The worst part was that in a spin like this she couldn’t even eject.  She would end up spinning into the ground to make a crater on the streets below.  From this height she would at least have plenty of time to contemplate the end.
 
   Suddenly the jetcopter stopped its spin.  It hovered in the air as if she had engaged the helicopter rotor.  Stranger yet was the purple glow surrounding the jetcopter.  Melanie wiped her mouth with the back of her hand and then leaned forward to get a better look—
 
   She screamed as she saw a woman suspended in the air.  The woman looked almost like an elf from World of Warcraft with pointed ears, long silver hair, and light purple skin.  She even carried what appeared to be a quarterstaff, though it was made of shiny metal instead of wood.  The only difference between this alien and a video game elf was the alien wore a tight black bodysuit similar to Melanie’s.
 
   “Greetings, young human.  I am Lieutenant Kila of the Galactic Peacekeepers.  May I be of assistance?”
 
   *** 
 
   Starla knew they were near their destination when she felt the rocket begin to slow.  Its momentum would carry it on perhaps forever, but for now its engine had gone silent.  She flexed her arms, but there was no tensing of muscles; she was as weak as before.  Had they made it back to Earth?
 
   She squeaked with surprise as the nose of the rocket began to glow red.  A few seconds later the nose fell away to reveal Kila.  “I am sorry, Gor-Bul.  I didn’t want to risk injuring you.”
 
   “That makes sense,” Starla said.  Kila reached down to take Starla’s shoulder.  The alien slid her slowly out of the rocket, careful not to shred her along any of the sharp edges.  
 
   Once she was free of the rocket, Starla closed her eyes.  She could feel the first rays of sunlight wash over her.  From previous experience she knew it wouldn’t take long for her strength to return, especially if she got closer to the sun.
 
   “How do you feel?” Kila asked.  Apparently with her bubble around them they could talk even in space.
 
   “Better.  I need a few minutes.”
 
   “I fear we might not have that much time.”  Kila gestured behind them, to where an armada of purple bubbles appeared.
 
   “I’ll deal with them,” said another alien.  This one was much bigger than Starla or Kila and composed entirely of stone.
 
   Kila gestured to her comrade.  “This is Commander Slong.  He freed me from prison so we could rescue you.”
 
   “I’m very grateful,” Starla said.  The purple bubbles were getting closer.  It might be her imagination that Commander Sulfam was at the head of them.  “You really think you can stop all those?”
 
   “Don’t worry, little one.  I have seen much worse.”
 
   Kila touched Slong’s arm.  “Thank you, Commander.  For everything.”
 
   “Go on, young one.  Make your father proud.”
 
   Kila nodded and then took Starla’s hand.  Ahead of her, Starla could see that blue and white jewel called Earth.  Except now there was a shiny black object in orbit.  “Is that the thing you were talking about?”
 
   “Yes.  I fear we may be too late to save your planet.”
 
   “Not yet,” Starla said.  When her fists clenched, she felt a little of her former strength.  She turned to Kila.  “I need you to throw me towards the sun.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “The closer I am to the sun, the faster my strength will return.  You have to have some kind of spell that could do it, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, of course, but if we separate—”
 
   “I’ll be fine.”  At least Starla hoped she had regained enough strength that she wouldn’t die the moment Kila let down the protective bubble.  “In case I’m not, you’ve been a great friend.”
 
   “As have you, Gor-Bul.”
 
   “Starla,” she corrected.  She glanced down at Earth.  Where was Billy down there?  She hoped he was all right.  If not, this thing in orbit and the Elders would have a lot to answer for.
 
   Kila drifted back a few feet, enough that she could hold out her staff.  When the end of it touched Starla, there was a shock like static electricity.  Only this static charge sent her flying away from Kila.  Then Starla felt as if someone were choking her as she emerged from the protective field.  She thought of what Elise had said about how painful it was when a Pacifican came onto land after a long time underwater; Starla imagined they felt the same burning pain running through her entire body.
 
   This lasted for a couple of minutes, until Starla’s vision began to darken around the edges.  At last the pain subsided and her vision returned.  She found herself rolling end-over-end, the sun and Earth alternately visible as she spun.  Earth was soon replaced by Venus in her vision.  She had better pull herself out of this soon or she’d burn up like the impostor three years ago.
 
   Starla closed her eyes and then threw her arms and legs out.  She grunted silently as she strained against the forces of gravity to change direction.  Her muscles tensed until she felt the seams of her jumpsuit burst around her calves and biceps.  
 
   When she opened her eyes, she was Apex Girl again.  And she had a job to do.  She streaked towards Earth faster than the rocket that had been carrying her.
 
   *** 
 
   Sally collapsed onto the roof of the hotel.  Midnight Spectre was gone, but Omega’s robots remained all around her.  She wasn’t sure what had happened, but she knew it must have been Allison’s handiwork.  That Allison wasn’t here meant she was most likely dead.  She had given her life to save Sally from Midnight Spectre, but no one could save her from Omega’s robots.
 
   The robots pressed in closer around her.  She felt a tickle as one scanned her.  “Human female.  Thirteen years old.  No genetic abnormalities.  Acquire target.”
 
   While a part of Sally told herself to get to her feet and face them defiantly, the rest of her was a scared kid.  A scared, heartbroken kid.  Her daughter was dead and now so too was her husband.  Once the robots finished their work, Earth would be dead for all practical purposes, every human life wiped away.
 
   As she sobbed on her knees, she heard a crack like thunder.  This was followed by a shriek of metal.  Sally kept her eyes closed until she felt a hand on her shoulder and a voice say, “It’s all right now.  They’re gone.”
 
   She looked up and wondered if she were already dead.  A man with snow white hair and a long white beard stood before her.  He was bare-chested, clad only in tattered denim shorts.  Was this God?  Maybe she’d caught him on casual Friday.  Then she looked into his eyes—“Alan?”
 
   “Hi honey, I’m home,” he said.
 
   She got unsteadily to her feet and then ran a hand over his face.  From the white hair and deep wrinkles, he looked at least seventy, if not older.  “What happened to you?”
 
   He flashed her a smile of crooked yellow teeth.  “I know how confusing this must be for you.  By your reckoning it was a minute ago when little Allison disappeared with Midnight Spectre.  But for me it’s been sixty years.”
 
   “Sixty years?”  That meant Alan was seventy-six years old.  And he was Alan again.  “I don’t understand.”
 
   “Let’s go downstairs and I’ll explain it to you.”
 
   “But those robots, won’t more of them show up?”
 
   “Not for a few hours.  Come on.”
 
   She pressed close against him as they went downstairs.  She noted how he limped as he walked and how his back had become stooped with age.  How could he have been gone for sixty years?
 
   They went all the way down to the lounge, where Alan helped himself to a bottle of whiskey.  “Care for some?”
 
   “I’m not old enough,” she said.
 
   “Well, that’s the first thing we’ll have to take care of.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “I haven’t been sitting on my butt for sixty years.  I’ve been working.”  He took a belt of whiskey straight from the bottle.  “I suppose it would help if I started at the beginning.”
 
   “That’s a good idea.”
 
   “To get to you in time, I went the long way around the world.  I kept going faster and faster until I reached the speed of light.  My body was actually beginning to dematerialize, turning into energy.  That’s why you couldn’t see me when Midnight Spectre disappeared.”
 
   “If you turned to energy then how are you here?”
 
   “I was getting to that,” he said.  He gave her a grandfatherly glower that made her face turn warm.  “When I hit her, I triggered an ion explosion.  It sent both of us forward in time.  I’m still not sure how long it was.  Centuries, I think.  Long enough that Omega had abandoned the planet.
 
   “I had Earth all to myself.  The problem was I didn’t have a body.  I was a disembodied cloud of particles really.  It took years for me to finally pull myself together, to reassemble myself into more or less the girl I had been when I disappeared.”
 
   “More or less?  Does that mean you’re not human?”
 
   “I’m close enough.  What I mean is I might have been a couple years older and I had Robin’s red hair and shorter body.  It was pretty good for a first attempt at resculpting myself from base components.
 
   “Once I had a body, I needed a few months to get my head together.  I’m still mostly Alan and Allison, but I have most of Robin’s memories too.  I’ve learned to tune them out, but they still come to me sometimes when I’m sleeping.  I can’t tell you how many times I woke up to find the room completely trashed from night terrors.
 
   “I wandered around a while, until I was certain Omega’s robots had vanished.  From there I knew there was only one thing I could do:  I had to come back.  I had to save you.”
 
   “And you did,” Sally said.  She gave him a granddaughterly peck on the cheek.  “Thank you.”
 
   “It was a lot of work.  An added benefit is I got most of Robin’s memories, but I also got her intelligence.  It’s like someone injected steroids into my brain.  I haven’t taken the test, but I’m sure it’d be much past the Einstein level.  I’m not bragging either.
 
   “Despite all that intelligence, it still took a while to get everything worked out.  I spent probably twenty years learning a completely new field:  extraterrestrial engineering.  I took apart bits of Omega’s robots left behind.  I found pieces of the alien weapon Dr. Roboto had given to Dalton and her friends.  You can see the results.”
 
   “Why did you do that first?  Why didn’t you just figure out how to go back in time?”
 
   “It wasn’t deliberate.  I was looking into how to reverse what happened back at headquarters and then my studies took me in another direction.  Sometimes all this new intellect can be a curse; it can be hard for me to focus on one thing.  But eventually I got back here.  Just barely.”
 
   “Oh, Alan,” Sally said.  She pressed close to him again.  She ran a hand along his bare chest.  “Thank you so much.”
 
   “No problem, my dear.”  He turned away from her so he could polish off the whiskey.  “Now, we should get going.”
 
   “I can’t run,” Sally said.  “She took my superspeed.”
 
   “I know.  Don’t worry about that.”  Alan reached into his pocket.  He held up two vials.  “One of these is going to make you a grown up again and another will make you fast.  Then we can go home.  There should be a car out there we can take back to my lab.  That’s where I’ve got everything set up.”
 
   “Won’t they be able to follow us?”
 
   “Not a problem.”  Alan reached into another of his pockets to take out what looked like a TV remote.  He pressed a few keys.  “That should mask our signals.  They’ll think we’re one of them.”
 
   Sally grinned at her geriatric husband.  “You are amazing.”
 
   “I know it, but it sounds a lot better coming from you.”  They found a pick-up truck parked across the street.  Alan tested it to make sure it would start and had enough fuel to get them away from the city.  He motioned for Sally to lie down in the bed.  “Make yourself comfortable.  This is going to hurt.”
 
   Sally nodded.  She closed her eyes so she wouldn’t have to watch.  She felt a tiny prick as he stuck the needle into her.  Then her body lit up with pain.  Sally let out a scream before she passed out.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 29
 
   Much to Elise’s surprise, Midnight Spectre had told them the truth.  A spear to the junction by the wing root did cause the alien ships to spin out of control.  The problem was there were so many alien ships it didn’t matter. 
 
   They had managed to take down a full squadron of the ships before the aliens got smart and began blasting at the skyscrapers.  To save her guards, Elise had to order a strategic withdrawal so they could reassemble underground, in a subway station.  There at least the alien ships couldn’t reach them, unless they could blast through the streets.
 
   Elise had expected the guards to get claustrophobic down here, but most seemed to enjoy it.  She supposed the darker, danker environment was closer to being underwater than up in a skyscraper.  Midnight Spectre grinned at Elise from the bench she sat on.  “So, brave Queen Neptune, what do we do now?”
 
   “We will formulate a new strategy.”
 
   “They’ll probably wipe out Pacifica while you’re dithering here.”
 
   “Shut up!” Elise roared.  She held the trident to Midnight Spectre’s throat.  Inside she wanted to cry with frustration.  There were far too many of the enemy for even her with the power of the royal trident.  It wouldn’t take long for her and the guards to be overwhelmed.  Eventually the aliens would swarm over Pacifica and kill Ariel along with everyone else.  Maybe she should return there so she could at least be with her daughter in their final moments.
 
   The ground beneath Elise’s feet rumbled.  Were there still trains operating down here?  That might at least give them a route of escape.  She soon realized it wasn’t a train; it was the aliens.
 
   These weren’t the ships they had fought previously; these were bipedal robots about Elise’s height.  Each of the robots had red eyes that shined in the darkness.  Elise tightened her grip on the trident.  Now here was a threat she and her guards could handle easier.  “For Pacifica!” she shouted before she charged.
 
   The robots apparently had laser cannons attached to their arms.  Elise weaved from right to left to avoid most of these while her trident protected her from the rest.  As she neared the first of the robots, she jumped into the air.  She brought the trident down through the neck of a robot.  She was gratified to watch it spark and then for its red eyes to go dark.
 
   With the trident still buried in the neck of the robot, she swung the robot around to smash into its fellows.  This decapitated it for good, freeing up the trident.  Elise paid little attention to what she stabbed; she thrashed around with the trident to kill as many as she could.
 
   At some point she realized Killer Whale was next to her.  Her sister had a spear that she used almost as effectively as the trident.  It seemed odd that after so many years as enemies they should die together as sisters.  Too bad their mother hadn’t lived to see it.
 
   As with the ships above, there were simply too many of the aliens.  Attrition began to take its toll.  Elise saw General Kod go down with a half-dozen laser burns in his breastplate.  Others of her guard were as brave, all of them fearless warriors giving their lives for Pacifica and the rest of the world.
 
   A bolt seared through Elise’s right arm.  The trident dropped from her hand; she soon followed it.  One of the robots leveled its arm to finish her off—
 
   Its eyes went dark as a spear lanced through it.  A hand yanked Elise back by her left arm.  She looked up to see her sister dragging her back.  With her other hand Killer Whale took the trident.  She swiped at the robots to hold them off.  Those who remained of her guard threw themselves into the fray to protect their queen.
 
   Killer Whale had almost gotten Elise behind a pillar when a laser cut through her left calf.  She cried out with pain and then collapsed.  Elise grabbed her sister by the back of her dress and then screamed as she yanked Killer Whale out of the line of fire.
 
   They lay entangled with each other behind the pillar.  Elise ran a hand through her sister’s sweaty hair.  “You fought well for Pacifica, my sister.”
 
   “As did you, my queen.”
 
   Despite the pain in her shoulder, Elise hugged her sister.  It wouldn’t be long until the robots finished them off.  With their wounds they couldn’t put up more than token resistance.  At least they would die together, fighting for their homes.
 
   Elise saw a blur of movement cut through the subway station.  Newspapers and garbage swirled in its wake from the high winds.  A few seconds later, Elise heard metal smashing.  A cheer went up from the guards.
 
   When it was over, Starla stood amidst the fallen robots, completely nude.  She seemed to have realized this, as her cheeks turned bright red.  Her embarrassment turned to concern when she saw Elise.  
 
   She knelt down in front of Elise and Killer Whale.  “Are you all right?”
 
   “I’ll live.  For now.”
 
   “And who’s this?”
 
   “This is my sister—”
 
   “Kenda,” Killer Whale said.  They shared a private smile.  Kenda had been their mother’s name.  With how bravely Killer Whale had fought, Elise was sure their mother wouldn’t mind.
 
   “I’m—”
 
   “Apex Girl.  We all know that,” Kenda said.  “Where have you been?”
 
   “It’s a long story.  The short version is that I was far away from here.  Those robots are part of an entity that’s going to wipe all life off Earth unless we can stop it.”
 
   “There’s not much we can do about that,” Elise said.  “But thank you for the rescue.”
 
   “Can you get back to Pacifica?  They’ll probably need your help there.”
 
   “I’m sure we can manage,” Elise said.  With her good arm she shook Starla’s hand.  “It was good seeing you again.”
 
   “You too.”
 
   “Before you go back out there, you might want to get yourself some clothes.”
 
   “That seems like a good idea.”
 
   With Starla’s help, Elise got to her feet.  She looked around the subway station.  “Did you see Robin on your way in?”
 
   “No—”
 
   “Shit!  That bitch escaped.”
 
   “What are you talking about?”
 
   “Never mind.”  With the help of her guards, Elise and Kenda began to limp out of the subway station.  Elise promised herself the next time she saw Midnight Spectre she wouldn’t waste any time to stab the bitch through the heart.
 
   *** 
 
   The task force of Peacekeepers surrounded Slong.  Even for his species Slong was remarkably stoic in the face of so much firepower.  Sulfam leveled his staff at him.  “Have you decided to surrender, traitor?”
 
   “I have decided to persuade you to see reason.  Or rather those who have accompanied you.  Your claws are much too dirty for reason.”
 
   “How dare you try to defame me, you dried-up chunk of rock.”  Sulfam was tempted to lunge at Slong, but he couldn’t initiate the fight, not yet.
 
   Slong gestured with one massive hand to that disgusting backwater planet Earth.  “What you see here is the real cause of so much genocide in the galaxy.  It was never the Kor-Gans, especially the one called Gor-Bul.  Her people merely became pawns in the Elders’s game.”
 
   “What are you talking about?” Sulfam said.  “This is treason!”
 
   “You’re the one who committed treason.  You and the Elders when you allied yourself with this thing, this destroyer of worlds.”  Slong looked around at the other Peacekeepers.  “If you don’t believe me, go down and see for yourselves.  See the destruction it’s causing to this planet.  Do that and you’ll see it bears the telltale marks of what happened on all those other planets we were told the Kor-Gans destroyed.”
 
   “Why should we listen another moment to the words of a traitor?”
 
   “I served the Elders faithfully for over a hundred years.  Never have I broken my oath as a Peacekeeper.  Do you think I would do so now?”  Slong’s eyes flared with volcanic heat.  “Do any of you dare to doubt me?”
 
   Sulfam looked around.  He could hear the other Peacekeepers murmuring amongst themselves.  He was losing them.  Most of the Peacekeepers—including him—had heard the legendary exploits of Slong and Kila’s father Jocq.  They had always been known as two of the bravest, noblest Peacekeepers in history.  If it had been Kila here, it would have been easy enough to discredit her, but not a legend like Slong.
 
   With a cry of frustration and rage, Sulfam lunged forward.  He drove his staff through Slong’s chest.  Cracks began to spread throughout Slong’s body.  There was no scream, only the equivalent of a smile on his face.  “You lose, Sulfam,” Slong growled before his bubble winked out and his body spread out into a miniature asteroid belt.
 
   Sulfam looked around at the other Peacekeepers.  They had a wide variety of faces, all of them angry.  With a snarl he headed for Earth.  He still had business with that traitor Kila.
 
   *** 
 
   When Sally woke up she was still exhausted.  Her entire body felt as if it had been pounded with a sledgehammer for a couple of hours.  An old man appeared in her vision.  She squinted at him for a moment before she remembered this was Alan.  He had returned from the future to save her—and to bring her back to their daughter.
 
   “Take it easy,” he said.  “You’re still weak from the treatment.”
 
   “How—?”  She could only get the one word out with how dry her throat was.
 
   “The first stage went perfectly.  Take a look.”  Alan held up a mirror so Sally could see the face of a grown woman.  It wasn’t really her face; this face looked more like Starla’s with short brown hair and freckles.  Maybe that was because the serum had come from Starla’s Crystal Lair.  Alan ran a hand through her hair.  “I thought of dyeing it blond, but I think it looks fine like this.”
 
   Sally nodded.  At this point she didn’t care what color her hair was; she only cared about getting back to where they had been so they could save Jenny.  “Speed?”
 
   “I’m not sure about that.  I think you need to rest a little more—”
 
   Sally sat up and then nearly fell over from the suddenness of the move.  Alan managed to catch her before she could tumble off.  “Well, I’d say it’s working.”
 
   Sally nodded.  She let Alan help her lie back down.  She dozed on the bed for a few minutes, until he returned with some water.  This she gratefully downed.  After a few swallows she could speak again.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Are you up to some dinner?  You need to be at full strength before we can try to go back.”
 
   “I could eat.”
 
   Alan brought her a plate of baked beans.  Sally had never been so happy for beans in all her life.  She resisted the urge to bolt the food at superspeed; that was a good way to end up choking.  Alan nibbled at his own plate of beans, but he had far less appetite.  After all the years they’d known each other, she could tell he was hiding something.
 
   “What’s wrong?” she finally asked.
 
   “Before we can go back, there’s something you need to do for me.”
 
   “What?” she asked, dreading to hear him say she had to leave him behind or maybe even kill him.
 
   “I need you to use this on me.”  From behind his back he took out what looked like a pink hairdryer.  Sally knew what that was:  it was a miniature version of the weapon Dr. Roboto had built.
 
   “Alan—”
 
   “I can’t go back like this, not to fight Omega.  You have to make me Velocity Kid again.”
 
   “But you figured out how to make yourself a man again.  Can’t you just make yourself younger?”
 
   “I wish it were that simple.  When this is all over, I can make myself a man again.”
 
   “You promise?”
 
   “Of course.  I’d never lie to you.”
 
   She nodded and then took the gun from him.  She took a deep breath before she pulled the trigger.  Tears sprang up in her eyes as she watched her husband start to change back into a woman.  His screams turned higher in pitch as his body reverted into a woman’s.  Since he didn’t have a shirt on, she had to watch as his breasts swelled into a pair much larger than hers.
 
   Once it was all over, Sally knelt down to roll Allison over.  She gasped to see almost a replica of what her face had looked like.  The hair was a couple shades lighter blond and the eyes brown, but otherwise she could easily pass as Sally Bass.
 
   As Sally began to wrestle Allison onto the bed where she had woke up not so long ago, it became clear who was Velocity Gal and who was Velocity Kid now.  They were about the same age, but Sally was a good six inches shorter than Allison.  After all those jokes about how Allison was really the superhero and Sally the sidekick, it seemed fitting that should finally be the case.
 
   She planted a kiss on Allison’s forehead and then went to find a few more cans of beans.  They would both be hungry soon.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 30
 
   It seemed ludicrous with the world ending all around her that Starla was shopping for clothes.  The simple fact was her upbringing would not let her fly around the world buck-naked.  Besides, she would cut a more inspiring figure if she were dressed properly.
 
   While she had to find something to wear, she didn’t have time to run all the way to the Crystal Lair and go through its security to retrieve her costume.  Instead, she ducked through a broken window of a costume shop in Focal City.  She figured if she couldn’t find an Apex Girl costume she might at least find something close.
 
   It turned out the store did have an Apex Girl costume in roughly her size.  Starla’s face warmed as she held up what the store had labeled a “Sexy Apex Girl” costume.  Her costume had already been far too revealing in her own mind, but this was even more so with a plunging neckline that would leave most of her breasts hanging out.  The skirt managed to be even shorter, barely covering her privates.  Conversely, the boots went all the way up to her knees.  The end result when she turned to the mirror was that she looked enough like Apex Girl, especially at a distance.  
 
   As she fitted the red mask to her face, her superhearing picked up a crash nearby.  She bolted from the store and then down a couple of blocks, until she came to a stop in the middle of the street.  At the end of the block was a portal of blue light.  Was that some kind of weapon of the Peacekeepers or the monster in orbit?
 
   Her answer came a moment later when two figures appeared through the portal.  She almost didn’t recognize them, except the costumes gave them away.  Sally’s hair had gotten longer and lighter while Allison’s was shorter and darker.  Between them they carried—a coffin?
 
   They skidded to a stop and then gently set the coffin on the pavement.  Sally looked around, her eyes finally settling on Starla.  “You’re here?  We must have gone back farther than I thought.”
 
   “Gone back?  From where?”
 
   “We’ve been in the future,” Allison said.  “About twenty years, at least for me.  It’s been longer for Allison.”
 
   Starla squinted at Velocity Kid.  Now that she looked closer, the girl’s eyes were blue, not brown.  “Sally?”
 
   “Yes.  I’m the sidekick now.  The way it’s supposed to be.”
 
   “I don’t understand.  Why did you go to the future?”
 
   “We’ll explain later,” Allison—the real Allison—said.  “What’s the date today?”
 
   “I’m not really sure,” Starla said.  “I’ve been gone a while myself.  Into deep space.”
 
   “Weren’t the Peacekeepers going to execute you?” Sally asked.
 
   “A friend helped me escape so we could come here and stop that thing.”  She pointed up at the black object in the sky.
 
   “If Omega’s here then we’re not too early,” Allison said.
 
   “Omega?”
 
   “That’s the name it’s going by.  In the future it destroys all animal life on Earth—including humans.  That’s why we brought this back.”  Allison patted the coffin.
 
   “Who’s in there?”
 
   “Not a who, a what.”  She opened the lid of the coffin to reveal a bright red missile casing.  “It’s an antimatter missile, possibly the only one in existence.  We need to find a way to get it up there.”
 
   “I have an idea,” Starla said.  She bent down to scoop up the missile.  It wasn’t heavy, at least not now that her strength had returned.
 
   “The others will be in Redoubt City.  We should get a situation report from them before we try anything,” Allison said.
 
   “I’ll race you there,” Starla said.  Then she lifted into the air with the missile that might be their only hope.
 
   ***
 
   Diane felt as impotent as when she’d been brainwashed by Clownface.  When this had all started, she’d been armed with a rocket launcher.  Now she was down to the last clip on her Beretta.  After this she’d have to throw rocks at the enemy.
 
   The only good thing was the foot soldiers were a lot easier to kill than the ships.  She had managed to take out a few of the ships with her rocket launcher.  They had decided after that to park offshore to land their troops.  Paul did what he could with Midnight Spectre’s gunboat, but there was only so much he could do.
 
   With the soldiers all Diane had to do was hit them in the eye.  That was easy enough for her, even with them shooting back at her with lasers.  She began to imagine herself in the last Star Wars movie, with herself as one of the teddy bears hurling rocks at the robot soldiers with laser guns.  In this case she expected the outcome would be different.
 
   As she fired again, she heard a roar.  Garlak charged into a group of the soldiers like an angry bull.  The cavewoman’s body was scorched in a dozen places and yet she still fought on.  That hide of hers seemed too tough even for the robots.  Eventually Diane supposed the robots would use those ships of theirs to concentrate fire on Garlak, but until then she fought gamely.
 
   Diane had fired her last shot when the jetcopter landed gently down by the Ferris wheel, the whole plane glowing purple.  From the jetcopter came Melanie, looking unhurt.  The glow around the plane faded; a lavender-skinned elf descended from the sky to land next to Melanie.
 
   The elf carried a metal staff that generated a bubble around her and Melanie similar to what had surrounded the jetcopter.  The laser blasts from the robots couldn’t seem to penetrate this bubble.  Diane dropped her useless pistol to the ground to watch.  What the hell was going on here?
 
   While the elf began to engage the robots, Melanie waved up at Diane.  Still in shock, Diane waved back.  Melanie left the protection of the bubble to race into the tunnel of love, near the roof of which Diane had set up shop.
 
   “That was quite an entrance,” she said.
 
   “Thanks to my new friend.  She calls herself a Galactic Peacekeeper.  They’re basically space cops.”
 
   ‘“They?”’
 
   “I guess she brought a whole bunch of them with her.  They’re here to help us.”
 
   “I don’t think I’ve ever been so glad to see a cop in my life.”
 
   “How are things down here?”
 
   “Bad.  I’ve run completely dry and Garlak is pretty banged up.  I think her stubbornness is keeping her going at this point.  Crazy bitch refuses to die.”
 
   “I’m sorry I left you guys here—”
 
   “You’ve been doing your part.  What about Tonya and Midnight Spectre?”
 
   “They’ve been hanging in there, but I think they’re running dry too.  It might be time to go to our last resort.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “A nuclear strike.  The president has the codes.  All I need to do is call her—”
 
   “Wouldn’t that kill all of us?”
 
   “We can go back to the bunker.  It’s protected and there’s plenty of food and water to last a while.”
 
   “Sounds lovely.  I think I’d rather stay here and disintegrate.”
 
   “Diane—”
 
   “I thought you were a hero.  Scorched earth is something not even that idiot Geiger would do.”  Diane’s fists clenched, but she held herself in check for the moment.  “What about all those people down in the shelters?  You going to leave them stuck there the rest of their lives?”
 
   “That’s why I called it a last resort.”
 
   “What about your purple friend down there?  Shouldn’t we give them a chance to do something?”
 
   “It’ll take a while to get the missiles fueled and launched.  And we’ll have the chance to deactivate them if we don’t need them.”
 
   “Sounds like you’ve got it all thought out.  Why are you up here then?”
 
   “I wanted to warn you so we can pull out.  Kila will cover us.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The purple lady.”
 
   “Oh.  As I said, I think I’ll stay here.”
 
   “Diane—”
 
   “You said we were trying to save Earth, not blow the place to cinders.  If that’s your plan, then we might as well let these space blokes finish us off.”
 
   “From what Kila says, those space blokes aren’t going to stop until they’ve killed everyone.  At least this way we might have a chance to save some of humanity.”
 
   “I didn’t figure you for the type to think that way.”
 
   “I don’t have the luxury of being naïve anymore.”
 
   “Well don’t let me hold you up.”
 
   “Believe me, if there were any other way—”
 
   Diane wasn’t sure why Melanie had stopped until she looked down.  Amongst the robots were two people who should have been dead:  Velocity Gal and Velocity Kid.  Overhead streaked a dark-haired woman dressed in a costume a couple sizes too big and that revealed practically all of her breasts.  Apex Girl carried a red tube under one arm that definitely looked like a weapon.
 
   She turned to Melanie.  “I think your other way just showed up.”
 
   *** 
 
   “Power levels critical,” the warning voice said in Tonya’s ears.
 
   “Squeeze every last volt out,” Tonya said back.  Not that it would do any good; the suit was already conserving as much energy as it could.
 
   The problem was it simply had not been designed for anything like this.  When Tonya had rebuilt the suit for her womanly frame, she had intended it for limited engagements with supervillains and the like.  She hadn’t intended to reenact the epic space battles in Robotech.  She supposed that geeky 80s reference was appropriate since she was wearing a robot suit and battling other robots.  Too bad there was no one around she could share that with.
 
   Tonya dodged a barrage of laser fire and then fired another burst of her ion blaster.  Smoke escaped from the end of the barrel and a warning flashed in her helmet.  She was empty.  While Tonya ducked some more lasers, she went through the ion blaster’s systems, trying to wring a little more out of it.  There was nothing.
 
   Well, there were only two choices available to her now:  run away to hide like a villain or go down swinging like a hero.  She thought back to Baltimore and how enamored she’d been with the superhero business then.  Now she wasn’t so sure.
 
   The worst part was knowing even if she sacrificed herself it wouldn’t do any good.  There were so many of the aliens left that her last stand wouldn’t slow them for a nanosecond.  With that being the case, she might as well go somewhere to hide.  Maybe she could return to her workshop in Detroit.  If they didn’t follow her, she could try to recharge—
 
   The displays in her helmet went blank.  “Oh shit.”
 
   There was nothing she could do as she tumbled towards the water.  The fall wouldn’t kill her, but with the armor powerless, she would die for sure.  Again she wished for a manual release.  She smiled to herself; it would be fitting to die not thanks to the aliens but her own poor engineering.
 
   The armor did at least cushion the blow when she hit the water.  The suit was sealed against water, which meant she would suffocate instead of drown.  That would take a while, leaving her hours to sit on the bottom of Redoubt City’s harbor like some old car its owner shoved into the water to dispose of illegally.
 
   Everything would have been different if she hadn’t ever gone with Midnight Spectre.  She should have told the bitch to fuck off.  If she’d stayed in Gitmo she would have lived longer, until the aliens decided to level that place.
 
   Six of one, half-dozen of the other, she thought.  At least when she got to the big man upstairs she would have a few marks on the good side of the ledger.  Would that be enough to get her through the pearly gates?
 
   She found her thoughts turning away from that and back to the conversation she’d had with Melanie in the hospital lab.  It looked like they’d never get to go out for that night on the town.  At least she wouldn’t.  Maybe Melanie would survive this.  God, how she’d wanted that night to happen.  She could see them both getting sloppy drunk, enough that Melanie could forget she was spoken for and Tonya could forget she was from a good Catholic family who didn’t believe in woman-on-woman intercourse.
 
   If she could have shaken her head, she would have.  This last train of thought definitely wouldn’t win her any points with the big guy.  Coveting another woman’s girlfriend was one of those Ten Commandments, wasn’t it?  Was it the eighth one?  Maybe the sixth—
 
   She felt herself rising off the bottom of the harbor.  She didn’t have any idea who was rescuing her until the helmet was ripped off her head.  She hoped her disappointment didn’t show when she saw Paul hovering over her.  The merman smiled down at her.  “Are you all right?  Can you hear me?”
 
   “Yeah, I hear you.”
 
   “Take a couple of nice deep breaths,” Paul said.  Tonya wanted to tell him to fuck off, but then she supposed Melanie would get pissed at her; they were supposed to be on the same team and all.
 
   It was hard to take deep breaths with fifty pounds of metal pressing down on her, but she managed it.  Paul’s smile broadened.  “There you go.  You’re going to make it.”
 
   “For a few minutes,” she said.  From on her back she could see the alien ships swarming over Redoubt City.  Maybe it was her lack of oxygen that caused her to see so many purple spots in the sky.
 
   “Can you get the suit off?”
 
   “If I could, I wouldn’t have been playing Jacques Cousteau down there.”
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll get you back to shore.  Maybe we can find some way to charge you up.”
 
   “Sure, take me into the generator room, where Mel and I were working before.  That should have enough juice to get me going.”
 
   “Good, then you can meet our new friends.”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “I’ll let Mel tell you.”
 
   “She made it?”
 
   “She did.  With some help.”
 
   “We have something in common then.”
 
   “I suppose you do.”  Paul nodded to her and then disappeared.  Tonya had a few minutes to consider what he’d said.  She thought she must have fallen asleep when she saw Apex Girl standing over her.
 
   “Someone said you need a lift?”
 
   “Oh, sure.”  Tonya tried to hide her surprise.  “I guess rumors of your death were greatly exaggerated.”
 
   “For now.”  Apex Girl lifted Tonya as if the suit weighed nothing, which was probably true in her case.  If Tonya were surprised to see Apex Girl, she was shocked a thousand more times to see the Velocity Gals waiting for them.
 
   Velocity Kid’s eyes narrowed at Tonya.  She lunged forward in superspeed.  She was too quick even for Apex Girl to stop her before she slapped Tonya twice across the face.  “You son of a bitch!  If anything happens to Jenny, I’ll kill you!”
 
   Velocity Gal dragged her sidekick back.  “Come on, settle down.  Jenny’s fine.”
 
   “I’m not going to settle down!  She took us away from Jenny.”
 
   “Now she’s going to help us save Jenny and everyone else.  Right?”
 
   “Right,” Tonya said, but she still felt like a total shit.  It was pretty clear where she was going to end up when she got to the pearly gates.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter 31
 
   The plan was remarkably simple:  keep the robots busy until the weapon could be delivered.  This would require everyone, especially Kila’s fellow Peacekeepers.  She would have to relay the plan to them as she was the only one with a voice translator.  
 
   She wasn’t alone, at least not at the moment.  Starla flew next to her, dressed strangely in a yellow tunic, red skirt, and a red cape.  “Is that your typical manner of dress?” Kila asked.
 
   Starla’s cheeks reddened as they often did when she was uncomfortable.  “This is traditional superhero wear.  When I’m not being Apex Girl I wear normal clothes.”
 
   “What is Apex Girl?”
 
   “It’s the name they gave me.  It’s supposed to mean I’m better than humans—physically at least.”
 
   “Human culture is very strange.”
 
   “It does take some getting used to.”  They had to pause their conversation so Starla could smash one of the ships that was too close to them.  Having seen Starla mostly as a weakling prisoner, it was still odd to Kila to watch her tear through these ships as if they were made of paper.  It was no wonder the Elders had wanted to kill her.
 
   Kila saw some of her fellow Peacekeepers above them.  To her surprise they seemed to be ignoring the robot ships to fire on each other.  As she closed in, Kila saw they were targeting Sulfam.  Slong must have gotten through to them.  She wondered where her friend was in all this chaos.
 
   When Sulfam saw her, he launched himself into a dive.  Kila barely had time to raise her staff before he collided with her.  Their bubbles sparked as they came into contact with each other.  Kila’s was about to give way when Sulfam was flung away from her.
 
   “Are you all right?” Starla asked.
 
   Instead of saying anything, Kila shoved Starla out of the way before a burst of lightning from Sulfam’s staff would have hit her.  The lightning crackled against her bubble, weakening it further.  She turned to Starla, “Don’t worry about me.  Go!”
 
   There was a pained look on Starla’s face before she nodded.  She launched herself higher into the air.  Kila turned back to face Sulfam.  “It’s over,” Kila said.  “You might as well surrender now to avoid further bloodshed.”
 
   “You dare to threaten me?  I was a Peacekeeper when you were suckling at your mother’s foul breast!”
 
   Their bubbles collided with each other again.  This time Kila’s evaporated.  She began to plunge towards the ground.  Sulfam hovered over her enough that she could conjure a tether from one end of the staff.  The purple line attached itself to Sulfam’s bubble.  Her weight and momentum carried him down along with her. 
 
   Kila had to concentrate to maintain the tether while they plunged towards the ground.  If Sulfam wanted to save himself, he would have to save both of them.  She heard him growl as he fought to gain altitude.  Kila used this opportunity to swing back and forth like she had done as a child.  When she built up enough speed, she launched herself.
 
   For a long moment Kila flew through the air.  She wasn’t sure her swinging would give her enough height, but now at the apex of her jump, she found herself above Sulfam.  With the tether still attached, there was nothing he could do as she landed on top of his bubble.  She flipped the staff around to launch a burst of lightning.
 
   “You fool!  You’ll kill us both!”
 
   “If I must.”
 
   With her on top of the bubble, Sulfam raised his staff to fire a burst of lightning at her.  She managed to step aside in time.  While they played this dangerous game, Kila noted they were sinking towards the ground.  He looked up at her and clacked his claws.  “I’ll finish you on the ground with my bare claws.”
 
   “You will try.”
 
   He turned off the bubble while they were still a few feet over the pavement so Kila landed hard on the ground.  She quickly regained her feet and then whirled the staff around in a defensive pose.  She knew Sulfam would make the first move.  Owing to his rage, he charged at her almost blindly.  She easily stepped aside and then used the staff to take out his legs from under him.  Before he could get up, she hit him with a burst of lightning.  Sulfam’s screams should have brought her some pleasure, but there was too much at stake at the moment for her to care.
 
   “You’ve betrayed us all!” he shouted at her.  “When Omega is done here, it will turn on the Elders.  All of us will perish.”
 
   “It won’t escape here.”
 
   “How can you be so sure?”
 
   “Because I trust my friend.  Something you could never do.”
 
   Kila brought the staff around to knock Sulfam out, but he batted it aside with one of his claws.  He must not have been as hurt by the lightning as he’d let on.  His other claw raked across her right thigh; it was Kila’s turn to scream.  She dropped to the ground.
 
   “You fool.  Did you really think you could beat me in single combat?”  He stood over her, his claws snapping angrily.  She smiled at him, which only prompted him to glare at her even more angrily.  “You find this amusing?”
 
   “You forgot something:  the staff only amplifies magical abilities.”  Kila raised her right hand to unleash a burst of lightning.  It wasn’t very powerful, but enough to distract him so she could grab her staff.  With a click one of its blades settled into place.  She rammed this through Sulfam’s thick shell.
 
   He dropped to the ground.  His claws clacked even after his eyes had gone fixed.  Kila waited for a moment to make sure.  Then she took his staff.  The bubble formed around her, allowing her to shoot back into the air.
 
   *** 
 
   Even with everything she’d seen during her time in the Peacekeeper prison, Starla wasn’t prepared for what she saw as she rose through the atmosphere.  This was a space battle straight out of a science fiction movie.  Everywhere she looked, Peacekeepers in purple bubbles tangled with alien ships.  
 
   The ships didn’t notice her.  She had Allison to thank for that.  Somehow Allison had come up with a device that could mask someone from the robots.  Starla didn’t have any idea how it worked, but for the moment it seemed to be keeping most of the robots off her.
 
   On occasion she did have to smash one that was too close to her.  It was tempting to smash more to help even out the playing field, but her mission was far too important.  She had been assigned the most important part as the only one who could fly into space without the aid of a Peacekeeper stick.
 
   Starla wove through a field of orbital debris, careful not to let anything damage her precious cargo.  They would only get one try at this.  From what Allison had said, there was no way to replicate this, not without some help from the aliens and with the Elders wanting to kill her, that didn’t seem likely to happen.
 
   The monster Allison and Sally had referred to as Omega loomed before her.  It was made of metal and yet somehow it still seemed alive to her.  She didn’t have any way to explain that.  As she oriented herself to face Omega’s glowing red front, she couldn’t help feeling it was staring at her.
 
   She let out a silent gasp when a voice said in her mind, “Puny Kor-Gan, do you dare to challenge me?”
 
   “There’s still time to end this without further bloodshed,” she thought back.
 
   “You weak fool.  It is no wonder for all the power they possessed your people were so easily destroyed.”
 
   This thought hit Starla like a slap to the face.  “You killed my people?”
 
   “It was only fitting.  When there are two alpha males in a tribe, inevitably they will fight for dominance.”
 
   Starla’s mind was barraged with images.  Omega had appeared over Kor-Gan the way it had over Earth.  It began to rain down destruction with its robot hordes.  Starla’s people fought bravely, but they didn’t have a yellow sun to give them superpowers.  Seeing the end at hand, Starla’s father had loaded his son into an escape rocket and sent it away into the distant cosmos so he would be safe.
 
   “I searched for years to find you.  Now I have come to fulfill my promise.”
 
   “What promise?”
 
   “I promised when I arrived your world would die.”
 
   Starla again felt as if she’d been slapped.  She remembered the strange message on the computer inside Stanford’s Titan base.  She hadn’t thought much of it at the time; after a while she’d put it out of her head entirely.  She had ignored the warning and now thousands—if not millions—of people were dead.
 
   “You monster!” she roared to herself.  Gritting her teeth, she drove herself faster.  The red heart of Omega loomed before her.  Starla let out a silent scream as she smashed through it.
 
   Inside was like a whole planet.  She saw what appeared to be cities, but as she closed in she realized they were factories for the robots Omega used.  There were pipes and conduits all over the place, most of these crackling with energy.  Those were Omega’s lifeblood, the nourishment it lived on.  Starla untucked the antimatter missile Allison had given to her.  This seemed as good of a place as any to use it.
 
   She shoved it into a cluster of pipes.  She pressed a button on the top that would start the timer.  Allison had given her a full minute to get out of there.  Starla turned to go—
 
   Something yanked her back.  She turned to see a whole forest of cables reaching out towards her like tentacles.  She let out a stream of flame that melted the cables, but more took their place.  “You will not escape,” Omega said, its voice echoing through the interior.
 
   Some of the tentacles reached out for the missile.  Starla used her flame breath again to ward these off.  A feeling of calm settled over her as she knew what she had to do.  Pa had told her a story of back in Vietnam, how a member of his platoon had thrown himself on an NVA grenade to save the rest of his unit.  
 
   It was Starla’s turn to throw herself on the grenade to save the rest of Earth.  She had always claimed to be a hero, but the real mark of a hero was being willing to die for the cause she believed in.  “Maybe I won’t escape,” Starla said as she reached out for the missile, “but I’ll make sure you go down with me!”
 
   With that she hurled the missile into the air, away from the cables.  She watched with a smile as the missile exploded.
 
   *** 
 
   After all they’d been through, it was anticlimactic for Melanie that the Super Squad Auxiliary huddled in the funhouse of the Finger Island Funland.  They might as well have still been little kids for all they could contribute to the final outcome.
 
   She, Robin, and Tonya had briefly gone out there to engage the robots, until Kila told them Starla had made it into orbit.  By then they were again running low on ammunition.  Robin had been forced to ditch her plane in the harbor, where Paul picked her up.  The jetcopter had been riddled with holes when Melanie made her own hard landing at the amusement park’s gates.  By contrast Tonya’s armor was still in good shape, but completely out of power now.
 
   So now they cowered in the funhouse while they waited for news.  Melanie snuggled against Robin, not caring if this looked leaderly enough for the rest of her team.  If these were her final moments, she would spend them with the woman she loved.
 
   Besides Starla, the only ones not here were the Velocity Gals.  They had decided to go back to Focal City to find their daughter.  Melanie had tried not to stare too hard at them.  She didn’t know the full story, but Allison had said during their time in the future they had undergone some changes.  She promised she had some big news for them, provided they survived this.
 
   Across from them, Garlak snored, having finally passed out from her many wounds.  They’d done what they could to patch her up, but her injuries didn’t appear too severe.  At least not for her; they would have easily killed any normal homo sapien.  Tonya and Diane were curled up on either end of Garlak.  Tonya was subdued, practically catatonic for her.
 
   Diane looked at her watch.  “How long was it supposed to take?”
 
   Almost as if the universe were responding to her, Melanie saw a burst of white light in the sky.  She closed her eyes and then flattened herself on the floor.  It took a couple of minutes before there was a tremor as the sheer force of the explosion gave the whole planet a good rattle.
 
   “She did it,” Paul said matter-of-factly.  None of them were in a celebratory mood at the moment.  There was still a swarm of robots out there intent on wiping everything off Earth.
 
   Robin nudged Melanie and then pressed a pair of binoculars into her hands.  “I think you’ve earned the first peek,” she said.
 
   Melanie nodded.  She went over to the window with the binoculars pressed to her eyes.  She zoomed in as much as she could to see the rest of the city.  Silent tears came to her eyes.  Everywhere she looked, robots were lying in the streets.  To her dismay, the ships were falling like rocks, doing more damage to an already devastated city.  How many more lives would be lost because of this?
 
   “It’s over,” she said.  At least the battle was over.  Now would start the lengthy process of cleaning up.  They would have to find some way to get the world going again after all the damage wreaked by first the alien sex changing weapon and then Omega’s minions.
 
   A few minutes passed by with no one saying anything.  Melanie was sure they were thinking the same things she was.  For Tonya and Diane there was the added worry of what would happen to them now that the real Super Squad was back.  How long before they were tempted to get up to their old ways?
 
   She wished she could sleep like Garlak, but there was far too much to worry about now.  Melanie checked her watch.  It had been a half hour since the explosion.  Where was Starla?  She should have come back by now.  Maybe she was already starting to clean up.  Or maybe she’d gone to find her husband.
 
   “She’s not coming back,” Robin said.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Starla.  She’s not coming back.”  Despite that Robin’s voice was neutral, her eyes were red and watery.  She had known Starla longer than any of them in this room.
 
   “You don’t know that.  She could have gone somewhere else—”
 
   “She wouldn’t leave us hanging.  She knows we’re waiting for her.”
 
   Melanie wanted to slap her girlfriend, but she knew Robin was right.  Starla was far too responsible to disappear at a time like this.  She would have come back or at least sent a message through someone.  That she hadn’t come back or sent a message yet meant the worst had happened.
 
   Then Melanie saw a flash of yellow-and-red plunging towards the ground.  The funhouse shook again as something slammed into the ground near the carousel.  Melanie wasted no time getting to her feet.  Robin followed suit, as did the others—except for Garlak, who continued to sleep.
 
   When they closed in on the carousel, Melanie saw a crater that had swallowed the carousel, turning most of it to scrap.  As Melanie skidded to a stop at the lip of the crater she let out a sob.  She pressed her head to Robin’s shoulder so she wouldn’t have to look.
 
   Starla was in the center of the crater, Kila lying on top of her.  They were both unconscious and unmoving.  “Oh God, no,” Melanie said.
 
   She was still crying when she heard a sharp gasp.  She thought it was from Tonya or Diane, but then she heard a groan.  Melanie looked down at the crater to watch as Starla rolled over, gently setting Kila down on the ground.  She shook the alien’s shoulder.  “Kila?  Kila!”
 
   Melanie and Robin skidded down into the crater to kneel down beside Starla.  The alien’s face looked a paler shade of purple than before.  Her lips that had been dark purple were now more of an indigo.  Her chest didn’t move.
 
   “Oh, Kila,” Starla whispered.  She rested her head on the alien’s stomach as she sobbed.
 
   As Melanie watched this scene, she noted something odd:  a speck of light flitting through the air.  It looked almost like a firefly, except it was purple.  The purple firefly hovered over where Starla cried for a moment before it expanded.  Melanie gaped at what looked like a fairy from a storybook, except it wore a black bodysuit and carried a metal staff.
 
   “Back away, Kor-Gan,” the fairy squeaked.  “Your tears cannot save Lieutenant Kila.”
 
   The fairy set her staff against Kila’s chest.  The end of the staff lit up with purple light that was so bright Melanie had to squint.  “Oh my God,” Starla whispered.
 
   Kila’s chest began to rise and fall.  Her eyes flashed open.  She looked around her in obvious confusion.  When she spoke, it was in a singsong alien language.  The fairy said, “You are safe, Lieutenant Kila.  The Kor-Gan protected you from the fall.”
 
   Kila lunged up to wrap Starla in a hug.  There was no translation needed for that.
 
   


 
   
  
 



Epilogue
 
   It took Starla three days to find her husband.  Starla’s search had been hampered by the fact she couldn’t talk to Kate King or anyone else from the newspaper directly.  If she showed up as Starla Leyton, they would ask why nothing had happened to her during the disaster.  She couldn’t very well tell them she was off-planet when it happened.  If she showed up as Apex Girl, Kate would get suspicious about why she wanted to see Billy so badly.
 
   As with many things one was looking for, she found him in an obvious place—at the Crystal Lair.  The only problem was that Billy was no longer her husband.
 
   She had gone to the Crystal Lair to get a fresh costume to replace the ridiculous Halloween costume she had scrounged in Focal City.  If she hadn’t been looking for Billy, she would have gone to the Lair much earlier.
 
   She had gone up to the Lair and opened the door like usual.  The strange part was no robot came out to greet her as they usually did.  She hadn’t deactivated them before she was kidnapped, had she?  She pushed this thought aside and then floated upstairs to her bedroom.
 
   Just like The Three Bears, she found Billy sleeping in her bed.  She saw Billy with her infrared vision first after her acute hearing detected soft breathing coming from inside.  The only way to see who was in the bed was to turn on the light and then yank the covers off the bed.  This revealed a pale, scrawny young woman with long honey-colored hair.  The woman rolled over, blinking a few times.  She fumbled to scoop up a pair of glasses.  Her eyes widened behind them.  “Starla?”
 
   Starla put a hand to her mouth.  Why hadn’t she realized this earlier?  If the weapon had covered the whole world, it would have reached the poles as well.  “Billy?”
 
   “Hi,” Billy squeaked.  They stared at each other for a moment before Billy finally got off the bed to throw herself at Starla.  She had to get on her toes in order to kiss Starla on the mouth.  “I didn’t think I’d ever see you again!”
 
   “I didn’t think I’d see you either.”  As much as Starla wanted to, she was still too in shock to kiss Billy back.  Billy finally got the hint and sagged onto the bed.
 
   “I look a little different now,” Billy said.
 
   “That’s an understatement.”
 
   “You don’t like it.  I understand.  It’s weird.  I mean I’m supposed to be your husband and now I’m…I’m like this.”  She jiggled her breasts for emphasis.  “Could you at least take me back to Atomic City?  They don’t exactly have cabs up here.”
 
   Starla sat down next to Billy on the bed.  She put an arm around the girl’s shoulders.  This only made her feel worse, as if they were sisters instead of a couple.  “Billy, I still love you.  You know I do.  It’s just such a shock, you know?”
 
   “I get it,” Billy said, but there were tears in her eyes.  She latched onto Starla as she started to sob.  “I’ve been so scared.  You were gone and then I woke up like this and the robots tried to kill me and I didn’t think I’d ever get out of here.  I thought for sure I’d die here alone.”
 
   “You’re not going to die, Billy.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Starla didn’t like to think of herself as close-minded or bigoted and yet as she looked at Billy, a nervous flutter ran through her stomach.  What would Ma and Pa say if she brought home Billy like this?  Only then did it occur to Starla that if she went home Ma and Ma would be there.  She didn’t want to think of how hard that must be on her adopted parents.  This was going to take a big adjustment.  She supposed Allison and Sally had been able to adapt—
 
   Right on cue her communicator beeped.  Sally’s face came onto the screen.  “You think you can meet us at Ally’s old lab in Focal City in about five hours?  There’s something we need to show you.”
 
   “I’ll be there,” Starla said, grateful for something to take her mind off this awkwardness.  She turned to Billy and smiled.  “I think we have time to drop you at Atomic City.  Melanie says Kate’s really changed.”
 
   “That should be interesting.”  Billy got up to go over to Starla’s closet.  She pulled out a light green blouse and black pants.  “What do you think?”
 
   “I think the khaki pants would go better with it,” Starla said.  She was adapting already.
 
   *** 
 
   Melanie hadn’t slept in three days.  Really she hadn’t slept since Garlak had beaten the shit out of her as a little kid.  Right now she would let Garlak do it again so she could finally rest.
 
   Being the de facto leader of Earth was tough work, especially when the planet was in such a state of chaos.  Omega was gone, but there was massive damage everywhere and most of the population was unequipped to handle it.  Every time she thought she might sneak off for forty winks—or a quickie with Robin—there was another call with an urgent issue she had to resolve.
 
   Even on the flight to Focal City she couldn’t close her eyes before some new problem nagged at her.  The good thing about this meeting was she had a valid excuse to turn off her phone and communicator.  That wasn’t as good as a nap, but it would help give her a little peace.
 
   The rest of both Super Squad teams were already in the lab, even Queen Neptune.  The queen had her arm in a sling, but otherwise had survived unscathed.  Melanie sat down beside Robin, who studied her for a moment and then said, “You look like hell.”
 
   “I feel like it.”  She did feel a little better with Robin at her side.  Maybe they could sneak into one of the closets before she had to get back to Washington.
 
   Sally came out first, a lab coat over her Velocity Kid uniform.  It was still hard for Melanie to think of Sally as the sidekick after three years of it being the other way around.  She hadn’t heard what had gone on in the future; she hadn’t had time to find out.
 
   Sally cleared her throat and then said, “When we went to the future, Allison saved my life by triggering another time jump.  This sent her centuries into the future, where she set to work to find a way back.  In the process she made a discovery that had eluded us for the last four years, one that is going to be crucial right now.
 
   “Without further adieu, let me introduce the most important adult in my life, my husband—Dr. Alan Bass.”  
 
   A blond man in a lab coat stepped into the room.  He hurried over to hug Sally and plant a passionate kiss on her lips.  Melanie turned to Robin and asked, “Is that really him?”
 
   Robin shrugged.  Melanie couldn’t blame her after the situation with the impostors three years ago.  This could easily be some kind of trick, though Melanie had no idea why Sally would do something like that—unless she wasn’t the real Sally either.  Melanie shook her head; she needed more sleep.
 
   “I know it sounds farfetched, but you have to think of it this way:  it took me decades to come up with this in the future.  It was a lot easier in the present now that I knew what I was doing.”
 
   Starla was the first to crush Alan in a hug.  “I’m so happy for you,” she said.  “I’m sure Jenny is thrilled to have her daddy back.”
 
   Alan and Sally turned red at the same time.  “We haven’t told her yet.  It’s going to be a big shock.  We thought it’d be best to take it slow.”
 
   Diane cleared her throat.  “That’s all well and good, but can you do that to any of us?”
 
   “Yes.  It’ll take a little time to get enough units out there to make a large-scale operation feasible.  At first we’ll probably want to use it on important people:  dignitaries, soldiers, police, firefighters, and so forth.  In talking with Tonya, she said you already have a way to reverse the weapon’s effect on those who were born women.  We were thinking we could combine both into one package.”
 
   “Two packages might work better,” Melanie said, already thinking of the logistical nightmare that would guarantee her many more sleepless nights.  “That way we can have two lines.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right,” Alan said.  “Though for more rural areas one unit might be more convenient.”
 
   “How many people have you mentioned this to yet?” Robin asked.
 
   “No one,” Sally said.
 
   “Good.  As soon as anyone finds out you have this, there’ll be a stampede.”
 
   “I doubt that,” Melanie said.  “Most people right now don’t have that in them without a dose of clown juice.”
 
   “Still, the fewer who know about this, the better.”
 
   “How long do you think it’ll take to mass produce this?” Melanie asked.
 
   Tonya answered, “There are a lot of tricky little parts for both machines.  Without a lot of skilled labor available right now, it could take months.”
 
   “Maybe we could talk to the Peacekeepers,” Starla said.  “They should be able to find someone who can help build these.”
 
   “Not a chance,” Diane said before Robin could.  “I wouldn’t trust those blokes farther than I could kick one of their bubbles.”
 
   Melanie considered this and then nodded.  “I’m sorry, Starla, but I’m sure the president will see it that way too.  For now we need to do this on our own.”
 
   Alan cleared his throat to get everyone’s attention.  “I think the solution to our problem is obvious.  We need to locate skilled workers on Earth.”
 
   “If you want skilled labor, my old stomping grounds in Detroit is the place to look,” Tonya said.  “Maybe the prez could convince GM to loan us a factory or two to help make up for that bailout.”
 
   “Me want to be man,” Garlak growled.  “Me want to be man now!”
 
   “You’ll have to wait your turn, big stuff,” Tonya said.  “Just like all the rest of us.  At least those who want it.”
 
   “I think Garlak’s got a point,” Diane said.  “We stuck our necks out for the world.  Seems like we should get first dibs on this.”
 
   Robin squeezed Melanie’s shoulder and then flashed her a look.  Even without words Melanie knew what she was saying:  it was time for Melanie to rein in her team.  She got to her feet and then shuffled over to where Alan stood.  “Let’s not do anything rash.  This is a major decision.  We should all sleep on it.  In the meantime I’ll brief Washington.”
 
   “We want now!” Garlak shouted.  Starla took a discreet step in that direction.  Of all of them she was the one who could stop the cavewoman even at full rage.
 
   Melanie didn’t want it to get that far.  She risked putting a hand on Garlak’s arm.  “I know you want it, but we need some time.  For all we know, this machine could kill you.”
 
   “Me no care.  Hate being girl.”
 
   “She’s got you there, boss.”
 
   “Look, we need to be discreet.  What are people going to think when they see Neanderthal and Ion Man and Hitter running around again as men?  There’ll be panic.  So, please, let’s wait.”  Melanie took a couple of Garlak’s meaty fingers to squeeze them.  “I promise when the time is right you can be a man again.  For now I need you to trust me.  Please?”
 
   Garlak snuffled and snorted for a moment, but in the end she nodded.  “Me trust you.”
 
   The meeting broke up shortly after that.  Melanie let Robin lead her upstairs to find somewhere quiet so they could release some tension.  “Unbelievable.  You talked Neanderthal down.  Those girls love you—almost as much as I do.”
 
   “We’ve been through a lot together,” Melanie said.
 
   “It’s still damned impressive.”
 
   Robin tried the door to a supply closet.  The door didn’t open, but it was easy enough for Midnight Spectre to deal with.  They stepped inside, Melanie closing the door behind them so they wouldn’t be disturbed.
 
   *** 
 
   It was like a scene out of a World War II newsreel with an assembly line of women working feverishly inside a converted automotive plant.  As Tonya had said, the workers hadn’t been difficult to locate.  Training them didn’t take long either as the process wasn’t so different from building a car.  The only difference was this car could change the women on the line back into men.
 
   Melanie watched for a few minutes, a lump rising in her throat.  They already had a half-dozen of each model out there to be delivered around the world.  This had created the first real friction between Melanie and the now-male president.  He had wanted to play politics with the machines, only giving them to America’s allies or with huge concessions.  “Imagine if we kept Iran or North Korea the way they are now?  We’d never have to worry about them again.”
 
   Melanie had imagined the scenario and felt ill.  By allowing the American government to have first crack at these machines, she could be ushering in a fascist empire.  It had taken every ounce of her resolve to stare down the leader of the free world and the Secret Service agents in the room.  “That would be a mistake, sir.”
 
   “Why would that be, Miss Amis?”
 
   She gestured up at the ceiling.  “The Peacekeepers are still monitoring us.  They’ll see withholding the machines as an act of aggression.  I don’t think you’d want to start a war with them.”  When the president still looked doubtful, she added, “And they’ll have Apex Girl on their side.”
 
   “You think she would take sides against America?”
 
   “If she thought what you were doing was wrong, yes.”
 
   “Then it’s good we have your team to protect us.”
 
   Melanie barely stifled a laugh.  “My team did better than expected against some tough supervillains, but none of them were in the same league as Apex Girl.”
 
   In the end she had scared the government into handing over the machines with only one string attached:  each machine would be monitored by a Galactic Peacekeeper to ensure it was used properly.  The Peacekeepers were obviously not incorruptible, but they were far more neutral than anyone else.
 
   “Hey, boss,” Tonya called out.  She clapped Melanie hard on the shoulder.  “I wasn’t expecting you today.”
 
   “I wanted to see how you were doing.”
 
   “They’re doing awesome.  These gals are the best, bar none.  We’ll have the rest of these puppies out well ahead of schedule.”
 
   “That’s great.”  Melanie swallowed hard.  She hated the real reason she had come here.  “Is there somewhere private for us to talk?”
 
   “Sure, my office is upstairs.”
 
   Tonya led Melanie into a foreman’s office.  There were a bunch of spare parts spread out on the desk with papers piled into a corner.  “Just a little homework,” Tonya said.  “You want anything to drink?  Something to gnosh on?”
 
   “I’m fine.”  Melanie sat down and wrung her hands.  Tonya seemed in such a good mood that it was a shame she had to do this.  “I’ve got some news from the president.  I’m afraid it’s bad.”
 
   “What is it?  Some criminal up to no good?”
 
   “No, nothing like that.”  Melanie forced herself to look Tonya in the eye as she brought the hammer down.  “They’re returning the criminals to Gitmo over the next few days now that they have enough guards to watch them.  The thing is…they aren’t going to change them back before they’re sent over.  The joint chiefs and the attorney general think it will keep them far more docile.”
 
   “That didn’t work on Geiger and the rest, did it?”
 
   “No, but for ordinary prisoners it should work better.”
 
   “They aren’t sending us back are they?  I mean, not me, Diane, and Garlak, right?”
 
   “No, they won’t.  For what you three did, the president agreed to pardon you.”
 
   “That’s awesome!  So why the long face?”
 
   “Your freedom is conditional on you remaining a woman.”
 
   Tonya stared at her in shock.  Melanie had never seen her so utterly speechless before.  Finally she said, “You mean I can either stay like this or go back to jail?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  I did everything I could to convince them you three wouldn’t be a threat anymore, even as men, but they wouldn’t listen.  I’m sorry.”
 
   “They can’t do this!  This is America, goddamnit!  The government can’t decide what sex I should be!”
 
   “The way they see it, they aren’t deciding that.  You still get to choose.”
 
   “Oh, sure, I can choose a vagina or getting fucked up the ass in super maximum prison.  Great fucking choice!”  Tears bubbled up in Tonya’s eyes.  She sounded like a child again as she said, “You promised we could be changed back.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Tonya—”
 
   “Sorry doesn’t give me my penis back.”  She wiped furiously at her eyes.  “How did Diane take it?  I assume you haven’t told Garlak yet.  I haven’t heard of downtown Redoubt City being smashed into rubble.”
 
   “You’re the first one I’ve told.”
 
   “Why?  You think I’m the easiest?  You think I like being this way?”
 
   “No, because you’re the smartest.  I figured you’d see the silver lining easier than them.  I thought you’d see what this really is:  a chance at a fresh start.”  Melanie held up a hand before Tonya could say anything.  “Tommy Kinney even with a pardon has a lot of baggage attached to him.  Tonya Kinney is a hero.  Everyone’s seen the things you’ve done.  You can parlay that into a new life, a better life.”
 
   Melanie reached into her pocket to take out a business card.  “You know about the Stanford Initiative, don’t you?”
 
   “Some kind of genius grant fund, isn’t it?”
 
   “Yes and right now it needs people like you more than ever.  People who are smart, who can change the world for the better.  Before you became Ion Man, didn’t you ever think of doing something really great?  Something to get you in the history books?”
 
   “I mostly thought about getting laid.”
 
   Melanie took this joke as a sign she was getting through.  “Why don’t you think it over?  If you still want to change yourself back, you can always defect.  I wouldn’t hold it against you.”
 
   “You’d just hunt me down and put me in prison, right?”
 
   Melanie shook her head.  “I’d never do that.  Not to a friend.”
 
   “You still think we’re friends?”
 
   “I hope we can be.”  Melanie smiled at Tonya.  “I still owe you guys that night on the town.”
 
   “I might have to take a rain check.”
 
   “I understand.”  Melanie nodded to Tonya and then started down the steps.  She hated to be in this position.  Tonya, Diane, and Garlak had risked their lives to save the world when no one else would.  If they hadn’t filled the gap left by the Super Squad, far more lives would have been lost when Omega showed up.  It wasn’t fair their reward was to be stuck the way they were, making them prisoners in their own bodies.  Melanie vowed she would find some way to make it up to them.
 
   *** 
 
   When Melanie went to London to deliver the bad news to Diane, she knew the assassin would take it badly.  She didn’t think it would be so badly that Melanie was on her back with a knife at her throat.  “Diane, please—”
 
   “You lied to us!”
 
   “I did everything I could—”
 
   “No you didn’t.  You should have let us use the machines back in the lab when we wanted to.  Now look what you’ve done.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Diane, but killing me won’t solve anything.”
 
   “It’ll make me feel better.”
 
   “Will it?”  Melanie stared into Diane’s eyes, not an easy feat with the knife pressed to her throat.  
 
   The assassin finally climbed off her.  With a scream she hurled the knife across the room, where it embedded itself in the navel of a pin-up girl cradling a machine gun.  Diane sank onto a ragged plaid armchair.  If Melanie hadn’t known better, she would have thought this the home of a college student, not a world-famous assassin; what had Hitter done with all his money?
 
   Melanie got to her feet, but knew better than to approach Diane.  She perched on a rickety wooden chair that creaked dangerously.  “I suppose that cunt of a prime minister has the same arrangement, yeah?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.  Like I told Tonya, you can defect if you want.  I won’t go after you.  I doubt anyone in the Squad would.  The rest of the world’s police agencies would.  You’d be a fugitive for the rest of your life.”
 
   “Well, that’s a real great choice you’re giving me then.  I should have known better than to get mixed up in this whole business.  Heroes.  Bah.  You lie and cheat as much as us villains.”
 
   “I never lied to you.  I did everything I could, but you have to see it from their point of view—”
 
   “I don’t give a damn about their point of view!  All I see is this face looking back at me in the mirror.  Every single day.”
 
   “I know it’s a big adjustment—”
 
   “Shut up!  You think because you and your girlfriend lost your balls that you know what’s best for everyone.  All this ‘embrace your femininity’ and ‘baby steps’ nonsense.  What do you know?  You’re practically still a bloody child.”
 
   Diane got up from the chair.  As she did, a pistol appeared in her hand; Melanie had no idea where she’d gotten it from unless she’d hidden it in the chair.  The assassin stomped towards her, the barrel of the gun aimed at Melanie’s head.  From this range, Melanie knew Diane couldn’t miss.  “Get out of my flat.  Now!”
 
   The smart thing to do would be to leave now, but there was something in Diane’s eyes, a bit of that madness like when she’d been on the clown juice.  “What are you planning to do after I leave?”
 
   “That’s not any of your business, is it?”
 
   “If you’re going to hurt yourself—”
 
   “Get out of here!”  Diane jerked the gun to the right to fire a warning shot over Melanie’s shoulder.  Melanie stood her ground.  It was clear Diane was at the breaking point and it was Melanie’s fault.  
 
   “I’m so sorry, Diane.  You’re right:  I lied to you.  I made a promise I didn’t keep.  I’ll do everything I can to make it right.  Just put the gun down so we can talk about it.”
 
   “I don’t need to talk anymore.  You were right:  I can’t go back to my old life.  Not like this.  And if I have to stay this way, then there only seems one thing to do, yeah?”  Diane held the pistol up to her temple.  “One more body won’t matter after all this.”
 
   “It’ll matter to me,” Melanie said.  She wished she could get on her communicator to call for help.  Maybe Alan or Sally could sneak in here to take the gun away before Diane could pull the trigger.  But she couldn’t call for help; she was alone in a way she hadn’t been, not since the male Hitter had nearly killed her.
 
   “You don’t need me now.  We already saved the world and now you’ve got the real heroes back to do the heavy lifting.”
 
   “I don’t care about that.  You’re my friend, Diane, whether you want to believe that or not.  I care about what happens to you.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you let us change back when we had the chance?”
 
   “I suppose because a part of me knew the governments would do what they did.  If you’d changed back, you’d be on your way to Gitmo again.”
 
   “Maybe that’s where I belong.”
 
   “That’s not true.  Whatever you did as a man, this you is a good person.  She’s done so much to help the world.  We’d never have freed the people of Atomic City if it weren’t for you and your honey pot.”
 
   As she spoke, Melanie let one hand drift down to her belt.  In a pouch she still had the control for the chips implanted in the necks of Diane, Tonya, and Garlak.  Since they had shrunk into little kids and then grown up again, Tonya and Garlak’s chips had been deactivated.  Diane had only been hit with clown juice, so hers should still work.
 
   “I didn’t do anything—” Diane’s words cut off with a scream as Melanie hit the button on the control.  Diane’s hand trembled and then the gun slipped from her fingers.  Melanie dove forward, her hands extended to catch the pistol before it could hit the floor and go off.  Her fingers hit the bottom of the gun to tip it back into the air.  She caught it on its way back down and flicked the safety on as she rolled across the flat.
 
   Diane lay on the floor, still shivering from the pain.  Melanie tapped the button to stop the chip.  She set the pistol up on a shelf and then went over to the assassin.  The girl looked up at her with red eyes.  “You can’t leave me like this.  If you’re my friend, don’t leave me like this.”
 
   Melanie knelt down to hold Diane in her arms.  “I’m sorry, Diane.  We can get you some help.”
 
   Diane shook her head.  “You don’t know what it’s like.  When I see this face it’s like seeing a ghost.  My grandmum always said we looked so much alike we were practically twins.  I guess she was right.”
 
   “Who are you talking about?”
 
   “Danielle.  My sister.  She died when we were small.  These four Albanian blokes.  They were dumping some evidence in an alley and she saw them.  Not that she really knew anything.  She was only seven years old.  And sweeter than a whole candy shop.”
 
   “They killed her?”
 
   “Wrung the life right out of her.  Left her for dead.  I caught a glimpse of them as they left.  When I got the chance I settled accounts with them.  Not that it made me feel any better.  I suppose it’s cosmic justice that I’ve got to wear her face now for the rest of my life.
 
   “I tried to make a go of it.  I tried to do all that nonsense you said about embracing it and such.  But when I got back here, I knew I couldn’t.  I can’t be her.”
 
   “Then don’t be her.  Be you.  Be whatever you want Diane Giordano to be.”
 
   “I can’t.  She’ll always be right there, in the mirror.”
 
   “I’ll tell you the same thing I told Tonya:  this is your chance to reinvent yourself.  Darrien Giordano might have done a lot of bad things, but Diane Giordano hasn’t.  Diane is a hero.  She helped save the world.  Don’t you think your sister would be proud of that?”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “You have to look at this as a great opportunity.  You’ve got a second chance.  This time you can be someone Danielle would be proud of.  And maybe in a way that will help keep her alive, yeah?”
 
   Diane smiled a little at this.  “I see your point.  She never got to be an adult.  I can do all the things she never could.”
 
   “That’s a good way to look at it.  What did Danielle want to be when she grew up?”
 
   Diane’s cheeks turned red.  She mumbled, “A teacher.  We didn’t get much of a chance for school when we were little, so when we did it was always a big deal.  She thought the teachers were the mutt’s nuts.”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with being a teacher.  The world needs teachers, especially now.”
 
   “It’s not for someone like me.  I’m not the school marm type.”
 
   “You could be a great teacher.  And if anyone gets out of line, you know how to handle it.”
 
   “I don’t think the headmaster would like that much,” Diane said, but she smiled.  The idea must be growing on her.  “I’ve never gone to college.  I didn’t even finish high school.”
 
   “I’m sure you can get a diploma.  If you want to go to college, come over to the States.  You could go to MIT.  We could share a dorm room.”
 
   “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I would.  Then we both wouldn’t be alone.”
 
   “I still have trouble seeing it, but it’s something to think about, I suppose.”
 
   “That’s the spirit.”  Melanie’s phone buzzed, but she ignored it.  She had come to London not only to meet Diane but also for a NATO summit that had been hastily convened to discuss what to do in the wake of everything that had happened with the alien weapon and then Omega.  Melanie was supposed to be a top speaker there, but at the moment she didn’t care.  Her friend needed her and that was far more important.
 
   “I shouldn’t keep you.”
 
   “It’s fine.  I’ve never been to London before.  Maybe you could give me the grand tour?”
 
   “I’m not much in shape for it at the moment.”
 
   “Neither am I, but I think some exercise will do us both good.”
 
   “There’s a thought.”
 
   Melanie helped Diane up.  They staggered out of the flat.  As she shut the door, Melanie looked over at the shelf where the gun still rested.  She would have to dispose of it later.  Not that Diane couldn’t find another way; her job had been to kill people.
 
   “You coming?” Diane asked.
 
   “Sure,” Melanie said with a forced smile.  They started down the stairs together.
 
   *** 
 
   Alan attempted to straighten out his necktie.  The tie was something he hadn’t needed to bother with in over sixty years, though it was only four years to everyone else’s reckoning.  When you were the last man on Earth, fashion didn’t really come into play.
 
   “Let me help you, dear,” his mother said.  As she came to stand beside him, it was disturbing to note she was younger than him right now.  Except for the brown hair and less baby fat she looked remarkably similar to how he had as a teenage girl.  Her pale, dainty hands expertly worked the fabric of the tie to make it look perfect.  “There you go.”
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” he said, still feeling sixteen around her despite that he was more than twice that now.  He turned to face her.  “What do you think?”
 
   “You look very handsome.  My big strong boy.”  She collapsed against him in a sobbing hug.
 
   “Mom, come on, you’re going to get makeup all over it.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” she said as she pulled back.  She wiped the runny mascara from her eyes.  “I’m so happy to see you again.”
 
   “I’m happy to see you too.”
 
   “Oh, I must look such a mess to you.”
 
   “You’re very pretty,” he said and kissed her forehead.  He was surprised to realize she would be pretty if she cleaned up and maybe if she did something with her hair.  He mentally kicked himself that after all this time he could still think like a girl.  “Are you sure you don’t want to come?”
 
   “I’ll just get in the way.  This is your moment.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   Despite this, Mom followed him all the way out to the car.  She stood in the driveway to wave as he pulled away.  She would probably be there for the next hour in case he changed his mind.  Now that she was young again, maybe he could find her a man—or woman—so she would have someone else to smother with kindness.
 
   He could have run into Focal City in a couple of seconds, but he didn’t want to show up as Velocity Man.  For this he needed to be Dr. Alan Bass.  And there was no way the gift in the backseat could have survived at superspeed.
 
   Most of the city didn’t have power, which meant he would have to climb up twenty stories.  It would be a test of endurance, but he’d survived a lot worse in his time alone.  As he started up the stairs, he wished he could explain all of that to Sally.  She couldn’t understand; no one really could.  He had lived an entire lifetime in a future he hoped would never happen now.  He survived for sixty years with no one to talk to, not even a dog or cat or goldfish.  There were only the plants growing wild through the remains of humanity.
 
   The closest he had for company was the impostor Midnight Spectre.  Bits of her were still inside him, her memories and fragmented thoughts bouncing around in his mind.  Early on he thought he would go mad from it, but over time he’d gained control.  Still, sometimes he wondered if he really was himself or if this were an illusion, if he were the dream inside her head.
 
   These morbid thoughts helped him survive the long climb up.  He wasn’t as winded as he thought he would be; it was hard to remember sometimes he wasn’t in his seventies anymore.  He was a very spry thirtysomething man now.
 
   Alan ran a hand over his suit and then hoisted the giant teddy bear he’d lugged all the way up here.  With a deep breath, he knocked on the door.  He hoped they were home; despite the long climb they did sometimes go to the park or out to the relief centers for supplies.  Even a superhero had to wait in line sometimes.
 
   Sally threw open the door and grinned.  “Hi, honey,” she said.  She had to get on her toes in order to kiss him.  She self-consciously ran a hand through honey-toned hair.  “You like the color?  I couldn’t find my old shade.”
 
   “It’s beautiful.  Just like you.”  He leaned down to kiss her.  He wished he’d brought her some flowers or candy or something, but he had forgotten.  There would be time to make up for it later.
 
   “Mommy, who’s that?”
 
   Alan’s heart nearly stopped as he saw her in the foyer.  She was eight years old again, with her mother’s blond hair and blue eyes.  They had used to joke that Alan must not be Jenny’s real father because of how different they looked.  That had changed now, but it also meant she didn’t recognize him.
 
   Sally put an arm around Jenny’s shoulder.  “Sweetheart, this is your daddy.  Don’t you remember him?”
 
   “He doesn’t look like Daddy.”
 
   “His hair is a little different color, like Mommy’s.”
 
   “But you said Daddy was in Heaven.”
 
   “I came back,” he said.  He thrust the bear forward.  “I brought you this.”
 
   “Go on, take it,” Sally urged her.  The little girl reluctantly took the bear.
 
   This wasn’t going the way Alan had hoped; it was going the way he had feared.  He supposed a lot of it was because of the impostor three years ago.  Jenny had gotten her hopes up then only to have them shattered; she didn’t want it to happen again.
 
   He knelt down so he was at eye level with her.  “I’m very sorry for what happened before, sweetheart.  I’m sorry I had to go away.”  He swallowed hard before he added, “I was never very far away.  Do you remember your babysitter, Allison?”
 
   Jenny nodded slightly.  She pressed the teddy bear tighter as if it could protect her.  “Mommy said she had to go away.”
 
   “No, she didn’t go away, not really.  You see, she was me.”
 
   “But you’re a boy.”
 
   “I am, but for a little while I wasn’t.  You know what happened to all those people on the news?  It happened to me before anyone else.”
 
   “That’s stupid.”
 
   “Jenny, don’t talk like that to your father.”
 
   “He’s not Daddy!”  Jenny turned and ran.  It would be easy enough for Alan to catch her, but he didn’t.
 
   “She needs some time,” Sally said.
 
   “I know.”  He heaved a sigh.  “Maybe I should have made myself into a sixteen-year-old again.”
 
   “Don’t be silly.  It’s better this way.”  Sally kissed him on the lips again.  “Jenny might need more time, but I don’t.”
 
   “Are you sure?  You seemed pretty happy when I was a woman.”
 
   “I love you no matter what you look like.  Even when you’re a dirty old man.”
 
   “That’s something to look forward to.”
 
   Despite Sally’s flirting, they couldn’t possibly go to the bedroom right now.  Instead they sat on the couch.  With no power there wasn’t much to do except to read.  Alan picked up a copy of The Time Machine by H.G. Wells.  He smiled at Sally.  “A little light reading?”
 
   “It seemed appropriate, after what happened.”
 
   He found the page she’d bookmarked and then began to read aloud.  Sally’s body, now so much smaller, easily curled up against his.  She rested her head on his chest while he continued to read and stroke her hair.
 
   After what must have been hours, he looked up to see Jenny in the doorway.  Her eyes were still red and nose moist from crying.  He wasn’t sure what to say; he didn’t want to spook her.  She stood there unsurely, like a deer on a dark road.  He finally said, “Hi, sweetie.”
 
   She didn’t say anything; she ran over to the couch and threw her arms around his neck.  This prompted Sally to stir.  She looked up at Alan and smiled.
 
   They were a family again—at last.
 
   *** 
 
   The line went all the way through the stadium and for a good three miles beyond that.  It would have snaked even longer through the city if the police hadn’t set up a barricade to limit the number of people.  So far everyone seemed good-natured about this, owing mostly to what the alien weapon had done to them.
 
   Starla clutched Billy’s hand as they waited.  They were on the twenty yard line with the check-in tables at the center of the football field.  “You’re sure about this?” she asked.
 
   “Of course I’m sure,” Billy snapped.  “You think I like being a woman?”
 
   “I want to make sure you’re doing this for the right reason.  I don’t want you to do it because of me.”  She gave his hand a gentle squeeze.  “I’ll love you no matter who you are.”
 
   “Is that why you won’t sleep in the same bed as me?”
 
   Starla’s face warmed as some of the other women in line gave her a look.  “I’m sorry, Billy.  I need some time—”
 
   “That’s why I have to do this.  I don’t want to keep waiting.  I want things the way they used to be.”
 
   “I could always use the machine, become Stan again.”
 
   “Is that what you really want to do?”
 
   Starla considered this.  She had thought about it ever since Alan had told them it was possible.  There were some good reasons to become a man again:  her adopted parents would get their son back, the world would have Apex Man back, and Kate could have Stan Shaw back—as a friend at least. 
 
   She shook her head.  “Not really.  I like being this way.  I like being your geek girl.”
 
   “And I like being your geek boy, so let’s stop arguing.”
 
   “All right.”  She gave Billy a kiss on the cheek.  “For what it’s worth, you make a beautiful woman.”
 
   “So do you.”
 
   They were in the middle of a kiss when Kate said, “Hey, get a room, you two.”
 
   Starla looked up and saw Kate to one side of the line, a pad of paper in hand.  It wasn’t hard to miss her these days.  A quirk of the machine that reversed the weapon’s effect on natural-born women was that it aged them based on their present state.  As a chubby teenager, Kate had ended up becoming a rotund woman in the neighborhood of three hundred pounds.  Starla was glad she’d missed seeing it when Kate first made the change.
 
   Billy squeaked with pain as Kate smothered her in a hug.  “God, I bet I could break every bone in your body if I sat on you,” Kate said.
 
   “It’s all right,” Billy said.
 
   Kate’s eyes narrowed behind her glasses.  She said to Starla, “Looks like you didn’t end up too bad off.”
 
   Despite the flab and unflattering muumuu, Kate was still the same tenacious reporter.  “Just lucky I guess.”
 
   “Would you mind if I ask your husband a few questions before and after?  I want to do a story on how this is affecting people.  I need some perspective from a former—and soon-to-be-again—man and Larry won’t bite.”
 
   “That sounds all right,” Billy said.  “You don’t mind, do you, honey?”
 
   “Not at all,” Starla said.  With her enhanced vision, she saw a familiar face over by the machines.  “I’ll be back in a few minutes.”
 
   Kila stood well off to one side of the machines, probably so she wouldn’t intimidate the humans going through.  Her purple lips curled in a very human smile as Starla approached.  “Greetings, Starla.  I did not expect to see you here.”
 
   “My husband is in line actually.”
 
   “Oh, I see.  I am sorry for what happened to him and your whole planet.  There is much we need to make up for.”
 
   “It’s not your fault.  They lied to you.”
 
   “But I accepted their lies without question for so long.  We almost killed you and let your adopted world die because of it.”
 
   “The important thing is Earth is still here and with your help we’ll rebuild.”
 
   “You are very wise, Starla Leyton.”
 
   “I don’t feel like that most of the time,” Starla said.  She looked back towards the line.  Billy still had plenty of time.  “What’s going to happen with the Elders now?”
 
   “I don’t know.  This is an unprecedented situation.  There will have to be a trial—a real trial.  But most of my fellow Peacekeepers could not bring themselves to arrest the Elders, not even after what they’ve witnessed.”
 
   “That kind of programming can be hard to overcome.  Isn’t there a neutral party you could go to?”
 
   “We are investigating that possibility.  It will take some time.”
 
   “And what’s going to happen to you in the meantime?”
 
   “I have been assigned to stay here as a liaison to the humans.”
 
   “For how long?”
 
   “Indefinitely.”  Kila shifted uncomfortably.  Starla understood why:  she was essentially being exiled to a backwater planet.  Despite that she had done the right thing, her fellow Peacekeepers still didn’t trust her.
 
   “I’m sorry,” Starla said.
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “I’d have to talk it over with the others, but I’m sure the Super Squad would love to have someone like you, especially now.  I know it wouldn’t be the same as policing the whole galaxy, but you could still help people.”
 
   “I would like that very much.”
 
   “And if you need someone to show you around Earth and its customs—”
 
   “That would be very helpful.”
 
   “The first thing you’ll have to do is get out of that uniform.  My friend Greta has a clothes store.  She can find you something pretty to wear.  And we can do something with your hair to cover those ears, but I don’t think we can hide that purple skin.”
 
   They continued to talk—or Starla talked and Kila listened—until it was Billy’s turn to be led into the tent that contained the machine to make her a man again.  Starla hurried over to give her a final kiss.  “You’re sure about this?”
 
   “I can always change back later,” Billy said with a wink.  Then she went inside the tent.  Starla’s superhearing was a curse at that point as she could hear Billy’s cries of pain.  She was relieved to hear them deepen in pitch.  She hoped he didn’t end up three hundred pounds or with a harelip or clubfoot or hunchback or some other deformity.
 
   After a few minutes, a technician allowed her to go inside.  There, on a bed, she found her husband.  He looked about the way he had on their wedding night, though perhaps slightly younger and his hair a little longer.  His eyes fluttered open as she took his hand.  “How did we do?” he asked.
 
   “Perfect, Mr. Leyton.”
 
   “Thanks, Mrs. Leyton.”  Then they shared their first kiss as husband and wife since their interrupted wedding night.
 
   *** 
 
   Shakespeare wrote, “Uneasy lies the head that wears a crown.”  Elise’s head had never felt uneasier.  Queen Neptune had never been popular in old-fashioned Pacifica.  Now that sixty Pacificans had died in Focal City, she was even less popular.
 
   It didn’t matter that those deaths had helped to prevent an invasion of Pacifica that would have killed thousands.  All that mattered was perfectly loyal mermen had died on land, far away from their homes.  For that, the whispers of dissent were growing louder.
 
   No one had challenged her directly or indirectly yet.  By utilizing her network of spies—the sea life around Pacifica—she got the sense that the rebellion was in its infancy.  Baron Triton, whom she had stripped of power for conspiring against her, knew his opportunity was coming.  All he’d needed was a tragedy to milk and Omega had served it up to him on a platter.  If she didn’t do something about him soon, she would find an unruly mob at the gates, followed by a bloodbath.  The royal trident was the most powerful weapon in Pacifica, but not even it could take on thousands of angry civilians.
 
   A new worry began to gnaw at her as she paced the palace.  It was convenient the former Killer Whale—now Kenda—had shown up just in time for all this.  She hadn’t revealed her true identity yet, but a few secret messages passed to Baron Triton was all that was needed.  Then the baron would have a rightful heir to occupy the throne while Killer Whale got what she always wanted:  the crown of Pacifica.
 
   The only hitch was that Kenda was still Kenda.  If the baron and others didn’t like Queen Neptune, they would be loathe to put another queen on the throne.  Of course that could be fixed soon enough now.  A trip to Manila or Focal City and Kenda could become a man again.
 
   Elise didn’t want to think such things about her sister, but they had been enemies for most of their lives while they had been allies for only weeks.  It would take a while for Elise to trust Kenda.
 
   That was when she heard Ariel’s scream.  This high up in the palace there was no doubt who the shrill scream could belong to.  Elise took the seashell off her belt; it transformed into the royal trident.  Why had she allowed herself to become so careless as to leave Kenda with Ariel with only that fool Ursula to watch them?
 
   Another scream ripped through the water as Elise ran her trident through the door.  Kenda held Ariel around the waist, the little girl’s legs thrashing in her grasp.  “What is the meaning of this?” she shouted.
 
   Ariel giggled and then said, “We were playing torpedo, Mama.  Do you want to play?”
 
   “Torpedo?”
 
   “I’ll show you,” Kenda said.  “Get ready, child.”
 
   Ariel folded her arms against her body.  “I’m ready to launch.”
 
   “Three…two…one…launch!”  Kenda brought Ariel’s body back as far as she could and then hurled Ariel forward through the water.  Elise’s daughter let out another scream as she cut through the water like a torpedo.
 
   Elise put the trident away.  She forced herself to smile.  “You shouldn’t play so loud, baby.  You’ll bother the whole palace.”
 
   “I’m sorry, Mama.”  As she usually did to apologize, Ariel swam into Elise’s arms to cuddle.  She held up her thumb for a moment, but then folded it against her body.
 
   “It’s all right, baby,” Elise said.  She stroked her daughter’s red hair.  She looked up at her sister, who was doing her best to keep a neutral expression.  “I think it’s about your naptime.” 
 
   “I’m not sleepy.”
 
   “Don’t test me,” Elise said.
 
   She let Ariel go so the toddler could paddle over to her bed.  Despite her plea to the contrary, she soon fell asleep with a doll clutched in her arms.  Elise bent down to kiss her daughter’s forehead.
 
   Kenda waited for her outside the bedroom.  “I’m sorry, sister.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’m a little jumpy lately.”
 
   “You should have killed Baron Triton when you had the chance.  Or at least locked him in the dungeons.  Now he’s causing you trouble again.”
 
   “Tell me something I don’t know.”  Elise sighed and then said, “What would you have me do?”
 
   “I wouldn’t presume to advise the queen.”
 
   “Yeah, right.  How would Killer Whale handle this?”
 
   “I would put his head on a pike at the gates.”
 
   “Then he’ll be a martyr.”
 
   “Better a dead martyr than a live troublemaker.”
 
   “There has to be another way.”
 
   “Pacificans are simple people.  Provincial people.  You know that better than I do.”
 
   “So what?”
 
   “So, what if Baron Triton were caught in bed with a comely maiden who was not his wife?”
 
   “Are you suggesting we have someone seduce that old walrus?”
 
   “Not just anyone.”
 
   “You?”
 
   “Who better?”
 
   Elise frowned as she considered this.  Putting Kenda with Baron Triton could very likely accelerate the rebellion.  “I don’t think that’s a good idea.  You could be hurt.”
 
   “I can take care of myself.  Especially against that blowfish.”
 
   “But when word got out, people would think you’re a whore.  I couldn’t do that to you.”
 
   “They won’t blame me.  I’m just an innocent young girl who was taken in by the charms of a suave older man.”
 
   “Are we still talking about Baron Triton?”
 
   “Please, sister, let me do this.  That slimy devil has been nothing but a pain for both of us.  Remember how easily he turned on me after you first defeated me as a woman?  And it will make the palace safer for Ariel.  The child isn’t as soft as she once was, but she is still too trusting.”
 
   Elise put a hand to her head, to the very heavy crown perched there.  “All right.  If you want to do it, then we can try.  How long until you can get started?”
 
   “I’ve already begun.  I’ve arranged to meet Baron Triton tonight for dinner.”
 
   “What if I’d said no?”
 
   “Then I’d have done it anyway.”
 
   “I’m sure you would have.”  Elise gave her sister a hug.  “Good luck.”
 
   Kenda started to swim away.  She turned back to say, “Apologize to Ariel for me.  I promised to read her a bedtime story:  The Happy Clownfish.  It’s rubbish, but she enjoys it.”
 
   “I’ll tell her.”
 
   Kenda nodded and then swam away.  Elise sighed as she thought of what they could have done if only they’d been sisters years ago.
 
   *** 
 
   Their options had been greatly reduced by the continued power outages and Melanie’s work schedule.  In the end they ended up at a seedy-looking club called The Junkyard in Redoubt City that had its own generator.  True to its name the club was still a junkyard during the day; at night the garages were cleaned out to make room for a dance floor, bar, and DJ station.
 
   The tables were made of stacks of old tires, on which Melanie and Robin had their drinks perched.  “How did you find this place?” Melanie asked over the loud music.
 
   “I used to come here all the time to bust heads.”
 
   “Why didn’t you ever bring me here before?”
 
   “It didn’t seem like your scene.”
 
   “And what is my scene:  the library?”
 
   “I can think of a few other places,” Robin said and kissed her on the cheek.  The Junkyard was a liberal enough club where no one gave them a second glance.  Then again with three-quarters of the population still women two girls kissing was far from uncommon.
 
   The Junkyard was also liberal enough that Garlak only drew a couple of stares as she stomped into the club.  She was appropriately dressed in a cheetah-print top and shorts lined with fur.  She clanked as she walked from all the shiny chains around her neck and rings in her ears.
 
   “Me here,” she announced as she sat down at their table.  She grabbed hold of a waitress passing close by to yank her over to the table.  “Bring me beer.”
 
   “Better make it a keg,” Robin said.
 
   The waitress scurried away.  Melanie said, “That’s a pretty outfit.”
 
   “Me pretty.”
 
   “That’s right.”  Melanie was relieved to see Garlak adapting to her female body.  Of all of them she had been the easiest to convince.  Melanie had brought Starla along in case things got violent, but it hadn’t come to that.  Like the others Garlak had ended up making a tearful confession.  In the cavewoman’s case it was that she was ashamed to be a woman because it left her tribe with no male representatives.  Melanie had patiently explained that as a woman, Garlak could give birth to male heirs who could carry on the tribe’s legacy for years to come.  Once she understood, Garlak embraced the idea.  
 
   A pair of waitresses rolled over a keg.  Garlak didn’t bother pouring any into a cup; she picked the keg up and then twisted off its top so she could drink straight out of it.  Melanie wasn’t sure what effect the alcohol would have on the cavewoman; she didn’t want to think about how much damage Garlak could do if she got drunk.
 
   Amidst this scene, Tonya and Diane slipped over to the table.  They were almost unrecognizable at the moment.  They must have gone to the same stylist because they had  identical perms, only Tonya’s was tinted blue.  She wore a short, strapless dress of the same color with a pair of spike heels that added three inches to her height.  Diane’s dress was black and far more conservative, as were the heels she wore.  But the sight of Diane in a dress and heels was enough to give Melanie pause.
 
   They managed to cram themselves at the table with a little room to spare.  Tonya patted her hair.  “What do you think?  Sort of a Katy Perry thing, right?”
 
   “It’s cute,” Melanie said.
 
   “I tried to get Di to color hers pink, but she wouldn’t do it.”
 
   “Not all of us are so fond of embarrassing ourselves,” Diane grumbled.
 
   “Who’s embarrassed?  We’re young, we’re hot, and we’re available.  Might as well have some fun with it.  Even Garlak gets that and here you are dressing like we’re going to a funeral.”
 
   “Lay off,” Melanie said before Diane broke out a garrote or pistol or another of her assassin’s weapons.  “Everyone has to go at their own pace.”  She glanced over at Robin in her faded T-shirt and ripped jeans, her hair freshly shorn to a boyish length.
 
   “Sure, some people like to keep it in first.  Me, I prefer overdrive,” Tonya said.  She waved to a waitress.  “Give us tequila all around.”
 
   “How old are you?” the waitress asked.
 
   “How old are you?”
 
   “Twenty-two—”
 
   “Really?  Well, how about we go into the bathroom and you can count the rings in my va-jay-jay?”
 
   “Excuse me?”
 
   “Just bring my friends a Shirley Temple,” Melanie said.
 
   “Thanks, Mom,” Tonya grumbled.  “Why’d you invite us if you were going to be such a buzzkill?”
 
   “Let’s try to relax and have a good time,” Melanie said.  “We all need to unwind, I’m sure.”
 
   “I’d unwind better with a few tequila shots is all I’m saying.”
 
   The waitress returned with the alcohol-free drinks for Tonya and Diane.  Melanie held up her half-empty glass of white wine.  “I want to congratulate you all on a job well done.  When this all started, we were enemies, but now look at us.  You’ve come together in a way I never dreamed possible.  We’ve been through so much—” Melanie’s voice faltered and tears came to her eyes.
 
   “Hey come on, boss, don’t cry.  This is a party.”
 
   Melanie nodded.  She wiped at her eyes.  “We’ve been through a lot of really strange things, but in the end that’s only brought us closer together.  Growing up I never had any sisters, but if anyone asks now, I can say I have three.  To the Super Squad Auxiliary.”
 
   They touched their glasses—and keg—together.  Melanie hadn’t intended to get so emotional, but the words had poured out of her.  She had often heard about the lifetime bond soldiers would form during a war, but she hadn’t really understood it until now.  Each of these women at the table had saved her life and she had saved theirs.  None of them would be here right now if not for each other.  No matter what else happened, they would always have their time together as the Super Squad Auxiliary to bind them.
 
   “This scene is getting as blue as my hair,” Tonya grumbled.  “I don’t know about you gals, but I came here with my dancing shoes on.  You coming, Di?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “What about you, big stuff?”
 
   “Me dance.”  Garlak got to her feet a bit unsteadily.  Melanie didn’t envy whoever had to be near her on the dance floor.
 
   Robin kissed Melanie’s ear and then whispered, “I’ve got to hit the head.”
 
   Once they were alone at the table, Diane said, “That was right pretty what you said.”
 
   “I meant every word.  I hope you feel the same way.”
 
   “I don’t know.  I’m still a bit cross about being stuck like this.”
 
   “You look very nice, especially in that dress.”
 
   “I thought I’d give what you said a try.  Maybe I’m going a little fast.  I think these shoes will be the death of me.”
 
   “You’ll get used to them.  Probably a lot sooner than I did.  You’ve got a lot better sense of balance.”
 
   “I hope so.”  Diane kneaded her tiny purse in her hands.  She finally worked up the courage to say, “You haven’t told anyone, have you?  What I said to you at the flat?”
 
   “No, of course not.  It’s our secret.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   On the dance floor came a guttural roar followed by a man’s scream.  Garlak had found one of the few men in the club and had him over her shoulder.  Apparently she meant to start rebuilding her tribe tonight.
 
   “Do you think we should try to stop her?” Diane asked.
 
   “I don’t think we could.”
 
   They shared a laugh at this until Tonya stomped up to the table.  “Garlak ruined everything!  Di, can you please come dance with me before everyone thinks I’m a total loser?”
 
   Diane looked over at Melanie, who nodded slightly.  “I suppose I could, so long as you don’t let me fall on my arse.”
 
   “No worries, mate.”
 
   “Do I look like a bloody Aussie to you?” Diane said with faux-rage as she followed Tonya out onto the dance floor.
 
   Melanie watched them awkwardly dance until Robin sat down beside her.  “Is this the part where you ask why we can’t join them?”
 
   “I’d rather sit here,” Melanie said.  She slid her chair closer to Robin’s.  She ran her hand through Robin’s hair as she asked, “Have you come to a decision yet?”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “You know damn well what.”
 
   “Have you?”
 
   “You know I have.”
 
   “Well, I guess I have too.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I think I’ve made the same decision,” Robin said.
 
   Melanie nearly jumped out of her chair with joy.  She settled for throwing her arms around Robin’s shoulders and pulling her in for a long kiss.  “I’m so glad,” she said afterward.  “What made your decision?”
 
   “I can’t say I always like this body.  It’s short and it’s skinny and it leaks blood once a month.  But when I thought about it, I like us.  You and me, we have something special.  Why fuck that up?”
 
   Melanie grinned.  That was about as poetic as Robin ever got.  She tousled Robin’s short hair.  “Does that mean you’re going to try being girlier?”
 
   “Hell no.  If anything you should try being a little more butch.”
 
   “I’ll work on it,” Melanie said and then kissed Robin again.  She felt as if some of the weight had been lifted off her shoulders now that Robin had made her decision.  Now they could be together forever.
 
   *** 
 
   Lieutenant Jessica Murphy had followed her quarry for over a week, ever since the girl first showed up at the medical tent.  Perhaps it had been that the girl had been dressed all in black or perhaps it was because of her short red hair; Jessica only knew the girl was somehow familiar.  So she had kept her eyes open.
 
   The deep lacerations in the girl’s legs were also suspicious.  The robots didn’t use stabbing weapons.  The girl claimed she had impaled herself on some debris while running for a shelter.  When Jessica volunteered to change the girl’s bandages, she noted the shape of the wounds.  As a Navy SEAL, Jessica was familiar with harpoons and the like; the girl’s wounds were consistent with that kind of weapon.
 
   The girl limped away in the night, when she thought no one was watching.  Jessica didn’t like to leave her post when there were so many people who needed her, but her instincts told her there was something wrong with this girl and that she should investigate.  So she followed the girl through the dark streets of Focal City.
 
   Jessica’s current appearance helped her to remain inconspicuous as she trailed the girl.  At the moment she was a scrawny teenager, fourteen or fifteen, with the straight, mousy brown hair of millions of white girls her age.  Except for her height—even at this age she was close to six feet—there was nothing that would make her stand out.
 
   The more she watched the girl, the more her suspicion deepened.  The girl raided a devastated pharmacy for medical supplies—and hair dye.  The next morning the girl’s short red hair was even shorter and black.  With all this chaos, who was she afraid of?
 
   It took a few more days until the girl finally revealed the secret she’d been hiding.  It wasn’t anything she said.  The reveal took place in an alley, where a half-dozen burly girls cornered her.  Jessica watched from around the corner as the girl took care of her attackers in less than a minute.  Even with her injured legs, she still leaped and kicked like Uma Thurman in Kill Bill.  
 
   The fighting prowess, the black clothes, the red hair all pointed to one person:  Midnight Spectre.  That was when Jessica knew her instincts had been right.  All her work over these last few days had finally brought her the prize she’d been seeking.
 
   Jessica continued to follow Midnight Spectre around Focal City.  The girl finally slunk into an abandoned apartment building to make camp.  Jessica waited outside for a few minutes.  She took advantage of this opportunity to psych herself up as she had before a mission.  At the moment she didn’t look like a SEAL, but she still had the warrior’s heart.
 
   She slipped into the building.  Midnight Spectre had made her camp on the ground floor, where she could easily escape if she needed to.  Jessica feigned surprise to see the girl there.  “Oh, I’m sorry,” Jessica said in her shy little teenager’s voice.  “I can go somewhere else.”
 
   “You can stay if you want,” Midnight Spectre said.  “There’s plenty of room.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   Jessica sat across the fire so she could stare into the girl’s gray eyes.  These were the remorseless eyes of a killer—a murderer.  Jessica forced herself to remain calm as she said, “My name’s Jessie.”
 
   “Robin.”
 
   It was even harder for Jessica to make herself laugh.  “I was supposed to be on a cruise when the shit hit the fan.  Can you believe it?  Now I’m stuck here, going through puberty again.”
 
   “That sucks,” Midnight Spectre said.
 
   “What about you?  Are you from here?”
 
   “Yeah,” she lied.  “Born and raised.”
 
   “It was probably a cool city before the disaster.”
 
   “It was.”
 
   “I can stop talking if you want.  It’s been a while since I got the chance, especially with someone my own age.”
 
   “I’m twenty-one,” Midnight Spectre snapped.
 
   “I was twenty-six.”
 
   “I mean I’m twenty-one now.”
 
   “Oh.  So you must have been what, forty, when it happened?”
 
   “Something like that.”
 
   “Were you a…a man?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “I guess you got lucky with the name then, huh?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
   “I’d be kind of lucky with my name too.  Jessie is already a boy’s name if you take off the ‘i.’  Though it’d be kind of awkward since my birth certificate says, ‘Jessica Margaret Howe.”’ 
 
   With the last word, Jessica hurled the shuriken she’d slipped into her palm.  Midnight Spectre was quick, but the shuriken still caught her in the shoulder.  With her current scrawny body, Jessica couldn’t use a .45 like she usually carried.  Instead she’d scrounged a smaller .25.  There wasn’t nearly the same amount of kick as she fired.
 
   Perhaps owing to her teenage body or the skill of her opponent, Jessica missed with her first eight rounds.  The ninth found its mark, right in Midnight Spectre’s abdomen.  The girl cried out and then sunk onto the floor.  The .25 bullet wasn’t enough to cause her guts to spill out; it just left a nasty, bloody hole.
 
   Jessica squatted down in front of Midnight Spectre.  She yanked the girl’s head back by her dyed hair.  “You bitch, you killed my father, the most honest cop in all of Redoubt City.  Tell me why and you won’t have to wait to bleed out.”
 
   Midnight Spectre actually smiled at her.  “Your father was a pawn.  I needed to disappear and what could bring more heat than killing an honest cop?”  The girl’s smile broadened.  “He was nothing without me, just a guy with a badge.  You think he’d ever have made captain if not for me feeding him crooks?”  She coughed up a wad of blood into Jessica’s face.  Then she began to cackle madly.  “I made him and I ended him.  You remember that, sweetheart.”
 
   Only her SEAL training kept Jessica from slamming Midnight Spectre’s head into the wall until it spewed open.  Instead, she forced herself to return the girl’s smile.  “I guess now it’s time to keep my promise.”
 
   The gun was too good for scum like Midnight Spectre.  Jessica yanked the shuriken out of Midnight Spectre’s shoulder; she savored the bitch’s scream.  Jessica held the shuriken in her hand, using it like a knife to tear open the girl’s throat.  Jessica made sure to watch as her father’s murderer died.  The girl’s breathing slowed and then stopped entirely.  Her head lolled to the side, but there was still that horrible grin on her face, mocking Jessica.
 
   She clenched her fists.  She had her revenge, but that wasn’t enough.  Something told her it would never be enough.
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   Sometimes all you need is a good punch to the face.  Despite what some people have written in the tabloids, I’m not a masochist, or a sadist either for that matter.  But sometimes you need that punch to the face to make everything simple, collapse the whole world into a narrow, primal one.
 
   I spit out a wad of blood and part of a tooth.  The guy in front of me has an advantage of at least eighteen inches in height and probably weighs twice as much as I do.  Like all the others he thinks one chipped tooth and some blood in my mouth will turn me into a blubbering mess.  That strategy has probably worked well enough on various girlfriends and maybe even a wife or two.  “Was that your best shot?” I ask.
 
   “You want another—?”  Before he finishes, I roll to the side, get to my feet, and then kick the back of his left knee.  As it’s buckling, I kick the other knee too.  The big man goes to the ground like a rotten tree in a strong wind.
 
   It’s never about who’s bigger or stronger; it’s about who can exploit the other’s weaknesses.  A guy like this might be taller and heavier, but that just means he’s slower.  He’s still on the ground screaming when I pull the zip ties around his wrists.  “The cops’ll be here soon,” I tell him.  “Try to get comfortable.”
 
   I leave him in the alley like that.  A cruiser should be by to pick him up in ten minutes; it’s a far cry from a couple years ago when everything had been running so smoothly the most serious crime was jaywalking and cops almost fought each other to pick up a perp to have something to do.  Redoubt City, like the rest of the world, is still in a shambles, trying to get things into some kind of order.
 
   It’s the perfect time to be a vigilante.  The only problem is I’ve spent most of my time in the last year inside a board room, trying to save my great-grandfather’s company.  Holloway Corporation has assets all over the world, many of which were lost thanks to the catastrophe.  On top of that, Holloway’s insurance division has gone bankrupt from paying out claims.  I could have done like most of the sleazes and refused to pay on grounds of force majeure—there’s not much more of an act of God than a world-killing alien and its armada of robot minions.  My refusal to take the easy way out is one of a host of reasons financial “experts” are calling for my head.  Some have even suggested that I be declared mentally unfit.
 
   They’d have more ammunition if they caught me out here in my uniform, taking down a mob enforcer, but in a way this is therapy for me.  Clownface killed my therapist, Dr. Hanover, so I’m on my own.  And what my gut tells me I really need right now is to get back in the saddle as Midnight Spectre and bust some punks.
 
   I find my way back to the nondescript black Audi I’m using tonight.  Despite how it looks on the outside, on the inside it has got more monitoring equipment than the NSA.  That’s how I knew where to find Jimmy Randazzo, wanted on three counts of armed robbery and two of assault.  Now that he’s down, I need to find another target.
 
   A good thing about all this rebuilding in the city is it gave me a chance to plant bugs just about everywhere.  The software in the car sifts through everything to locate key phrases or sounds that could mean trouble.  All I need to do is wait for something to turn up.  It won’t be long with how bad the streets have gotten since first Clownface and then Omega trashed the city.
 
   A screen lights up on the dash.  The sounds are muffled, but I can make out a girl’s whimper and the thuds I know all too well as punches.  From the GPS coordinates, the girl is only two blocks away.
 
   I slip the Audi into drive and then floor the accelerator.  The car will never be as fast as Velocity Man or Velocity Gal, but as far as machines go it can take anything on the road today.  I streak down the road to Burton Street, not far from the docks.  It’s not the kind of place an unescorted girl should be after dark unless she’s carrying her own personal arsenal.
 
   My ears didn’t betray me.  In the car’s blue headlights I see three more beefy guys surrounding a teenage girl in a ragged gray jumpsuit.  I should jump out of the car, but I hesitate.  She looks so much like Melanie that I waste precious seconds gaping.
 
   When one of the goons pulls out a gun, he snaps me back to reality.  He fires a full clip into the Audi, but every inch of the car has the latest in bulletproofing technology.  All his shots do is ping harmlessly off the windshield.
 
   I wait for him to finish before I get out of the car.  I wish it had some fancy stuff like machine guns or rocket launchers, but I designed it as a reconnaissance vehicle, not a tank.  The tank is back in the bunker with the rest of my stuff.
 
   “You’re a little late to take her lunch money,” I say.
 
   “Get lost, kid, or you’re next.”
 
   “I at least need your insurance information after you shot up my car.”
 
   The talking is to buy time while I size them up.  Three sides of beef will be more difficult to take down than Randazzo—also a lot more fun.  Before they can react, I make my first move.  A new toy I came up with is a shuriken launcher on the top of my left hand.  All I have to do is twitch my index finger and a poison-tipped shuriken embeds itself in a punk’s chest.  I could have used it on Randazzo but those shurikens are expensive, especially the poison that comes all the way from the jungle in Thailand.
 
   On my right hand is my Taser.  It’s not as expensive, but it needs time to recharge, so I like to use it sparingly.  The charge is enough to put down the guy on my right, leaving one more to go.  I drop into a slide to go beneath his clumsy haymaker.  I use the same technique countless other women have throughout history:  I punch him in the balls as hard as I can.  While he’s doubled over, I tie his hands.
 
   Then I hear a familiar click behind me.  From long experience I know it’s the safety being taken off a gun.  The girl says in a voice almost like Melanie’s, “Strip.  All the way down to your undies.  Do it or I put a hole in your head.”
 
   “I’m not going to hurt you, kid—”
 
   “Do it!”
 
   From this range there’s no way she can miss, so I don’t have a choice.  I let the cape slip off first.  Then comes my utility belt.  The shuriken launcher and Taser on either hand go next.  “Hurry it up,” the girl says.
 
   “I’m trying not to make any sudden moves.”
 
   “You’re hoping I lose my nerve or someone comes along to save you, maybe one of your Super Buddies.  It’s not going to happen.”
 
   I was hoping for the former.  As for the latter, the Super Squad and Auxiliary have better things to worry about, as do the police.  I’m on my own unless some helpful stranger shows up, which isn’t likely at two in the morning in this part of the city.
 
   Before much longer I’m down to my boots and mask.  I turn around to face the girl.  I hope to see her hands shaking or tears in her eyes, but the gun is steady and her eyes clear.  Those eyes have the hardened look of a killer.  A professional turned into a teenage girl by Dr. Roboto’s weapon?  Probably.
 
   “I don’t know who you are, but I saved your life.”
 
   The girl laughs.  “Like I couldn’t have taken them.”
 
   “Then why didn’t you?”
 
   “Bait for the trap.”
 
   “Who sent you?  One of the families?”
 
   “No one sent me.  Now take off the mask.”
 
   “If you insist.”  I touch the side of the mask.  It flies off into the face of the girl thanks to the spring-mounted system I rigged up.  The mask doesn’t have any sharp or poisoned edges; it’s just a distraction.
 
   The girl may be a professional, but her flinch at the mask gives me the opening I need to bat the gun away.  Before she can grab me, I spin towards her and drive my elbow hard into her solar plexus.  That knocks the wind out of her.  She swats at me ineffectually while I grab one wrist to spin her to the ground.
 
   As I try to fetch a weapon, she trips me up with a gangly leg.  She gets up faster than I would have thought possible for a kid her age.  The defensive pose she strikes indicates she has had professional training.
 
   Fighting her is like when Melanie and I spar in the bunker, something that hasn’t happened in a while, not since Melanie got her own team and that job with the UN.  It feels good to be able to use all these moves I’ve learned and practiced.  Whoever this girl is, she’s a worthy opponent.
 
   I turn aside a kick only to get a punch in the midsection.  For the first time I start to wonder if I’ll win this fight.  It’s obvious she’s really good and unlike me she hasn’t been sitting behind a desk for most of the last year.  How could I let myself get so soft?  And how could I compound that by walking into a trap?
 
   Arrogance, sheer arrogance.  I thought I was invincible.  I should know better.  Starla is the invincible one.  I’m the one who uses her brain not to get into these situations.  I need to use that brain now to figure out how I can win this.
 
   The girl is a really good fighter, better than Melanie when we spar because Melanie always holds back, no matter how many times I tell her not to.  This kid isn’t holding back at all.  If anything she’s trying too hard.  I could wear her out if my own stamina weren’t degraded from all that rust.
 
   There’s one other difference between her and Melanie:  she hasn’t grown into her body yet.  She’s close to six feet tall, but she probably weighs one-ten at most.  Part of it might be a lousy diet, which is common enough these days.  The rest is simply that she’s still going through puberty.
 
   Those long limbs give her good range, but too much range can be a bad thing sometimes.  All I need to do is get in close, where those lanky arms won’t be as effective.  I bite down on my lip, knowing this is going to hurt.  No pain, no gain, as they say.
 
   It’s not as much fun getting punched in the face this time.  She doesn’t have nearly as much power as Randazzo, but she has a better idea how to use it.  I’ll need to ask Jasmine to schedule a dentist’s appointment this week.
 
   In the meantime, I get in under her follow-up punch.  With a shout I push her back against a wall.  Since I’m so close in, it’s easy for me to use my weight to drive her and keep her pinned while she has a much harder time trying to extricate herself.
 
   I work her midsection until she spits up blood.  One punch to the jaw and she’s KO’d.  I stand aside to let the girl droop to her knees and then onto her side.  She struggles to breathe for a few minutes.  Some more of her blood ends up on the ground.
 
   “Where’d you learn to fight like that, kid?” I ask.  I fetch my belt for a set of zip ties.  She’s too weak to put up a fight as I handcuff her.
 
   “Special Forces,” she says.
 
   “That figures.  Which one were you in: Green Berets, Rangers, Delta Force—”
 
   “SEALs.”
 
   “That’s a good outfit.  The obvious question is: why haven’t you made yourself a grown-up again?  You one of those weirdos who wants a second childhood?”
 
   She laughs.  It’s a bitter, defeated laugh.  I can’t blame her.  “I like being anonymous.  No one looks twice at a girl like me.”
 
   “Yeah?  So what is all this?  Did the government send you after me?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then who’s behind it?”
 
   “No one.”
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   “Nobody.”
 
   “I thought you soldiers usually gave your name and serial number under interrogation.”
 
   “You want my name?  I’ll give it to you:  Jessica Frances Murphy.  But it used to be Jessica Frances Howe.”
 
   I study the girl’s face.  She’s right that no one looks at a kid like her too closely.  She’s not pretty enough for horny guys to pay attention to.  That gave her a lot of practice at being invisible.  But when I rack my brain, I remember her in her bedroom, writing in a diary like a lot of kids her age did before everyone had iPhones and Facebook.  Like all the boys at her school, I’d ignored her; I hadn’t gone there to see her.
 
   “You’re Jake Howe’s little girl, aren’t you?”
 
   “Don’t you say his name.  You murdering son of a bitch.”  For the first time she starts to thrash against the zip ties.  She probably knows as well as I do it won’t do her any good.  “I don’t know how you survived the last time, but I swear this time I’ll make sure you stay dead.”
 
   “You’re the one who killed the impostor in Focal City.  I should thank you for that.”
 
   “Impostor?”
 
   “A clone your friends in the army made of me.  She’s the one who got the ball rolling on all that shit a year ago.  She switched places with me so she could turn on the sex-changing weapon.”  
 
   “You’re lying!”
 
   “They were on the news about four years ago.  The male Super Squad that reappeared the time all those robots showed up?”
 
   “But that Midnight Spectre was a man.”
 
   “He got zapped with a portable version of the sex-changing ray—by me.  She was locked up in the loony bin after that.  Until she escaped.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” she says, but there’s an uncertain quiver in her voice.
 
   “You think I made all that up?  I’m not that good of a storyteller.”  I kneel down to look her in the eye.  “I didn’t kill your father.  I’m very sorry about it.  He was a good man.”
 
   “Shut up!”
 
   “I’m not your enemy, Jessica.  If you think it over, you’ll realize it too.  That fucking clone played us all.  The way I see it, she got what she had coming.”
 
   I’m a little surprised when she starts to cry.  It doesn’t make her look any prettier.  “No, that can’t be true.  You’re lying.”
 
   “You know that’s not true.  But if you want, I can show you the records.”
 
   “Forgeries.”
 
   “All right, fine, I’ve tried.  You can wait here with these boys for the police.  If they let you go and you want to do this dance again, fine with me.  Helps me keep in shape.”
 
   I turn and start to walk away.  It’s not a ploy like someone hoping for a better deal on a used car.  I’ve done all I can to convince the girl.  If she doesn’t want to believe me, then the hell with it.
 
   “Wait!  Don’t leave me here.  Please.”
 
   I turn around.  Tears are dribbling down her cheeks.  She looks so pathetic, like Melanie when she was still a nerdy teenage boy.  I stepped in to help him and it changed both of our lives—mostly for the better.  “You ready to believe me?”
 
   “I…I guess.”
 
   “Now you sound like a normal kid.”
 
   I go over to take the zip ties off, careful to stay at arm’s length in case this is all a ploy.  But even after I free her hands, she sits on the ground, stringy hair covering most of her face.  Through all that dirty hair she says, “What the hell am I supposed to do now?”
 
   “If you want, I’ll take you to a processing center.  You can be an adult again by lunchtime.  Then I suppose you can contact the Pentagon—”
 
   “I don’t want to go back there.  Not ever.”
 
   “Then do whatever you want.  It’s a big country.  Lots of places for a girl to hide these days.”
 
   “What’s the point?  What’s the point of anything now?  Daddy was all I had left—”
 
   “Your mom’s still alive.  And your sisters.”
 
   “Mom and I never got along.  I was always the black sheep.”
 
   “I’m sure you can think of something.”
 
   “Ever since he died, all I thought about was killing you.  Now I don’t even have that.”
 
   “Listen, Jessica, I’ve been where you are now.  When I first started out as Midnight Spectre, all I wanted was to get even with the world for taking my parents from me.  But it was never enough.  In time it consumed my whole life.”
 
   “What stopped it?”
 
   “A boy.  A boy who became a girl.  She taught me what it was like to live again.”
 
   “So why are you out here in a cape and tights then?”
 
   “Because the job still needs done, especially now.  But thanks to her, I’ve learned balance.  I’m sure in time you’ll figure that out too.”
 
   “Maybe I can find Jesus when I’m in juvie.”
 
   “I’m not going to take you in.  Not unless you really want me to.”
 
   It’s a risk to let her go, but I’m pretty sure she’s learned her lesson.  Still, I’m careful when I untie her hands not to get in too close.  She glares at me for a minute before she sits up against the wall.  Another round of tears begins.
 
   “If you want, I can drop you off somewhere.  Your mom’s house maybe?”
 
   “I don’t want to go back there.”
 
   “Then wherever you’ve been staying—”
 
   “I’ve been staying under a bridge for three weeks.”
 
   I know I’m being stupid even as I blurt out, “If you really need a place to stay, I’ve got plenty of room.  You’re welcome to flop there until you get things sorted out.”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “Fine, if you’d rather sleep in garbage than on a king-size bed, who am I to argue?”
 
   I turn away to start collecting the rest of my gear.  I’ve got the last of it when she says, “A real bed wouldn’t be so bad.  If you’ve got room.”
 
   “I’ve got about forty rooms.  You can have whatever one you want.”
 
   “You really are Robin Holloway then, aren’t you?  When I saw your picture in the papers I thought it was you.  I couldn’t believe it.  I mean, you’ve got everything.  Why do this?”
 
   “Because someone has to.  But at the moment I happen to have an opening for a sidekick.  Maybe you’d know a girl with top-notch martial arts skills who’d be available?”
 
   “I might,” she says.  She smiles shyly at me.  I hope this is the start of a beautiful friendship.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Hitter #1:
 
   Personal Business
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Over the better part of two decades as an assassin I’ve taken out hundreds of people.  They weren’t all scum, but they were at least scummy enough to make an enemy who would pay hundreds of thousands of dollars to eliminate them.  Another one shouldn’t make a difference.
 
   Except this time along with my silenced pistol, sniper rifle, and garrote I’m carrying a badge.  A tacky piece of gold-painted tin accompanied by a bad picture that identifies me as Major Diane Giordano of the Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency or GAIA for short.  The whole thing still makes me nauseous whenever I think about it.
 
   It wasn’t my intention to get mixed up in another of Melanie Amis’s naïve crusades to save the world.  But with most of the world still in ruins, career options are limited, especially for someone whose skill set is limited to knowing a dozen ways to kill someone with my thumb.  I keep saying in time I’ll go back to school to work on getting a teacher’s certificate, to make myself legitimate.
 
   For now I’m working for an agency that operates out of the basement of an old UNICEF administration building in Atomic City.  Our whole active roster consists of four people; lucky me I rank second-in-command ahead of the secretary and a cavewoman whose IQ is less than her shoe size.  I even rate an office, not that I spend much time in it.
 
   It was two days ago when “the general” called me into her office, which is about the size of the washroom for my flat.  Like my rank, Melanie’s is arbitrary; she has never even been to military school.  Since she’s in the office she’s not wearing her ridiculous new uniform, just a powder blue suit that goes with the snappy beret hanging on the coat rack.
 
   Even after nine months Melanie isn’t used to being the head of a spy agency.  She shifts nervously in her chair as if the thing might electrocute her at any second.  “Would you like any coffee or tea?  There’s water too.”
 
   “I’m fine.  Who’s causing trouble this time?”
 
   The pile of folders on her desk would be up to my waist if she put it on the floor.  She reaches into the pile to pull one out.  “His name is Max Carmichael.  Word is he’s been starting up some criminal enterprises in London:  drugs, guns, and so forth.  I’d like you to go check it out.”
 
   I hope the surprise didn’t register on my face when she said Max’s name.  It’s my turn to shift uncomfortably in my chair.  “Why didn’t you pass this on to your friends?  Apex Girl could pull him out of there in an instant, yeah?”
 
   “We’re not sure where he’s at.  I’d prefer to do this quietly.  That’s not really Starla’s forte.”  Her face turns red when she drops the other shoe on my head.  “From Interpol’s records it seems one of his old associates is Darrien Giordano.  Is that true?”
 
   “Yeah.  Back in the old days he was like my agent.  He set up most of my jobs.  Kind of like you.”
 
   The comparison makes her blush even redder, which was the intent.  “I’ll understand if you don’t want to do this.  I thought perhaps since you know him, you could get him to come back peacefully.”
 
   “That might be a problem.  Maxwell’s never much liked coppers.  He is still Maxwell, yeah?  Not Maxine or something?”  
 
   “No, our intelligence indicates he got changed back, though someone with his criminal record shouldn’t have qualified.”
 
   “Fake IDs were another specialty of his.”
 
   “We’re not sure exactly what he looks like after the change—”
 
   “I’ll be able to recognize him.”
 
   “So you’ll do it?  I can assign it to someone else—”
 
   “Who, Garlak?  Your mother?”
 
   “There are other agencies—”
 
   “None of them know him like I do.”  I stand and then snatch the folder from her desk.  “I’ll take care of it, love.”
 
   “Diane, be careful.”
 
   “Always.”  I toss her a mock salute that only makes her more embarrassed.  Before I can leave I have to make travel arrangements with the secretary, who looks almost identical to Melanie.  Which isn’t a surprise since she’s Melanie’s mother, made almost the same age as her daughter thanks to that alien weapon a year ago.  Like a lot of the middle-aged she hasn’t tried to make herself older, instead opting for another crack at her twenties.
 
   Now I’m back in London—what’s left of it.  All of the major buildings—Parliament, Buckingham Palace, the prime minister’s residence—have been fixed.  It’s the rest of it that’s still a mess.  Omega’s drones did more damage than the Nazis once they went off-line and began to kamikaze into the city.  Like after the war people have clenched their stiff upper lips and rolled up their sleeves to rebuild, but it’ll take years.
 
   I’m sure Maxwell saw the city in ruins and realized the opportunities available.  When I was still an assassin, Maxwell was mostly a broker, a middleman in the crime syndicates.  He was the link between the employers and the people like me, the talent.  But after all the destruction, most of the syndicates are as shattered as the landscape.  That’s an opportunity for him to step up and become a big fish.
 
   I know where he’ll be holed up:  the Dynamite Club.  It was always Maxwell’s favorite place for meets; he had a thing for a couple of the dancing girls there.  The original club was of course destroyed, but a new one has been built next door, probably by Maxwell.
 
   I pay the cover to get inside.  In the old days the bouncer might have raised an eyebrow at a girl like me trying to get into a club like this.  With two-thirds of the population women right now, it’s not so surprising.  Even us girls who used to be men still have our urges.
 
   One benefit of the alien weapon that began all the chaos of a year ago is that it has created a surplus of young women desperate enough to take off their clothes for money.  Most of them grinding against the poles are younger than me, probably in their mid-teens.  A few are heavily made up to hide the pimples.
 
   When my waitress returns with a whiskey, I flash a few pound notes and ask for the VIP room.  I know that’s where Maxwell will be.  In the old days he had to operate out here with the regular slobs, but with his newfound wealth and power he’ll be in the back.
 
   The VIP rooms are actually bigger than Melanie’s office.  There’s a lot of red velvet on the chairs and walls and curtains—Maxwell’s idea of high class.  The girl who comes in to give me a private dance looks as if she hasn’t eaten a good meal in a year; I could play “Greensleeves” on her ribs.
 
   I take out another wad of pound notes.  “Have a seat over there and keep quiet,” I say.
 
   “But—”
 
   “The customer’s always right, yeah?”
 
   The girl nods and then curls up on one of the red couches.  I get to my feet and try to put on a reassuring smile.  “You didn’t do anything wrong, kid.  I’m a little busy right now.”
 
   Before she can ask, I slip out of the room.  I wish I had Apex Girl’s infrared vision so I might have an easier time figuring out which room is his.  I have to do it the old-fashioned way by peeking through a crack.  Out of decency I can’t relate some of the things I see.
 
   On the fifth try I find Maxwell.  He has got two little Filipino girls in schoolgirl costumes fondling each other while he does some business on his phone.  I take out the pistol I keep in my boot.  It’s tiny, without much in capacity or power, but it’s good enough to end Maxwell and his little friends.
 
   I put a finger to my lips and motion with the gun for the girls to take a seat.  They get the message and like the girl in my room they curl up on a couch.  “Put the phone down, mate.”
 
   He taps a couple buttons on his phone and then tosses it onto an adjoining chair.  Maxwell looks about like when I first met him, with the neatly trimmed beard and wire-frame glasses of a college professor.  He’s dressed more like an extra in Saturday Night Fever with a black shirt open to expose the shrubbery underneath.  Garlak would love the gold chains dangling from around his neck; each one probably costs enough to feed those Filipino girls for a year.
 
   “I’m not really into the role-playing,” he says.  “Tell the manager—”
 
   “I’m not tonight’s entertainment.”  I pull out the ridiculous badge.  I make sure he gets a good look at it.  “You’re coming with me.”
 
   “Ah, Darrien, I remember seeing you on the telly.  Didn’t bring your medals, did you?”
 
   “They’re a bit conspicuous for this sort of work.”
 
   “I take it from the badge and gun this is an official visit?”
 
   “It’s business and pleasure.”
 
   “Why don’t you have a seat?  We can have a talk, catch up on old times.”
 
   “Old times, sure.  Like that Vatican job.”
 
   “I’m terribly sorry about that, love.  I tried to get you broken out of there—”
 
   “I doubt that since you were the one who put me there.”
 
   “Me?  I had nothing to do with it.  I just set up the job, you know that.”
 
   “I’ve made some new friends since I got this body.  One of them happens to be Midnight Spectre.  She told me a funny story about how she ran into you in Rome.  She said to keep from getting all your fingers broken you told her about the Vatican job.  That’s why she was waiting there for me.”
 
   “That’s a lie!  I’d never give you up, Darrien.  You’re my friend.”
 
   “There are no friends in this business.  You know that.”  I cock the gun and level it at his throat.  With a gun this tiny it’d take a while for him to die from the wound.
 
   “Let’s not do anything foolish, love.  I’m terribly sorry about what happened with Midnight Spectre.  I wanted to warn you, but you were in too deep already.”
 
   “I’m sure.”
 
   “But now that you’re here, we can start over.  I can use a girl with your skills.  There’s lots of money to be made here, more than you could ever spend.  We’d be a team again, like the old days.”
 
   I’m tempted to shoot him in his lying face.  I know I can’t trust him.  If I let him go now, he’ll run off and then send some of my former ilk after me.  There are no friends in this game.  It’d be simpler for all concerned to shoot him.  Let the bobbies clean up the mess.  One less villain in the world.
 
   The badge in my pocket becomes like a lead weight.  I can hear Melanie’s voice saying that’s not how we do things.  Heroes don’t murder their enemies; they put them in jail.  Maybe those enemies escape again and again, but the point is to hold the moral high ground.  Or such nonsense like that.
 
   I squeeze the trigger.  Maxwell cries out.  He lifts his right foot with both hands.  “What the bloody hell did you do that for?”
 
   “We’ll get you fixed up at the hospital.  There’s a plane going across the pond tomorrow with your name on it.  I even got you a window seat.”  I hold out my hand to help him up.  I could let him use me for a crutch, but it’s a lot more satisfying to watch him hop out of here on his own power.  I suppose there’s still a little villain left in me, but I’m working on it.  Baby steps as Melanie likes to say.
 
   
  
 



Velocity Family #1:
 
   A New Beginning
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Once your little girl leaves the nest, there’s a sense of dread with unexpected phone calls.  There’s always the possibility that the phone will bring terrible news.  Especially in the last year when there are so many dangers out there for a little girl.
 
   I’m on the couch watching a talk show on women who used to be men before the alien sex-changing weapon was used on the whole world.  I’ve never gone through that, but my husband has.  Five years ago he became a young woman.  A year after that he became a teenage girl.  She was like that for three years, until she got sent centuries into the future, where she became a man again, growing into a very old man before returning.  By comparison the women on this show have it easy.
 
   The dread kicks in as the phone rings.  I hate being home all day while Alan is at the lab and Jenny is at school.  There’s not much for me to do here but worry about them.  I pick up the phone and check the caller ID; it’s an area code I don’t recognize.  Probably a telemarketer.  
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Mommy, I’m scared,” Jenny says.  From the way her voice shakes, I know she’s crying.
 
   “Jenny, where are you?”
 
   “I don’t know!  I’m cold and I’m tired.”
 
   “Don’t worry, sweetheart, Mommy will find you.  Has anyone tried to hurt you?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “That’s good.  Can you describe where you are?”
 
   A woman’s voice breaks into the conversation.  “Is this Mrs. Bass?  I’m Deputy Michelle Logan, Point Barrow sheriff’s office.”
 
   “Point Barrow?  Alaska?”
 
   “Yes, ma’am.  We found your daughter in the snow, but don’t worry, she’s perfectly safe.  I know it’s a long way here—”
 
   “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes,” I say.  “Jenny, you hear me?  I’ll be right there.  You stay there with the nice deputy.”
 
   “Yes, Mommy.”
 
   The pink-and-white Velocity Kid uniform hangs in the closet.  It’s not the most discreet place for a superhero costume, but we don’t get many visitors these days.  Alan has said I should get a blue costume like his, but I haven’t seen any reason to bother with it.  Velocity Gal, Velocity Kid, what does it matter?
 
   With superspeed it takes only the blink of an eye for me to get dressed.  I have to wear the costume because it’s the only thing that won’t burn up at superspeed.  And if anyone sees me flying by, it won’t look as suspicious as if a middle-aged housewife went running by.
 
   Once I have the boots on and slip my ID into a pocket of the costume I set out.  What might be a ten-hour flight requiring a bush plane takes only three minutes.  I barely notice the Pacific Northwest scenery whizzing past me.  The forests and ocean soon turn to mountains and then snow.  I’m going so fast the snow doesn’t even have time to touch me.
 
   The slowest part of the trip is finding the sheriff’s office once I get to Point Barrow.  Alan insulated the suit, but my teeth still chatter as I shuffle along the frozen streets.  I stop in a liquor store to get directions.  As is usually the case the man first looks shocked and then begins to leer at the cleavage visible.  It’s so cold I’m sure he’s got a good look at my nipples too.
 
   “I’m looking for the police station,” I say.
 
   He stammers some directions.  I run, but not in superspeed to make sure I can follow the street signs.  After a few excruciating minutes I see the sheriff station.  I open the door and look for my daughter.
 
   She slams into me a second later.  “Mommy, you’re here!”
 
   I pick Jenny up, something that has gotten a lot harder now that she’s nine years old and I shrunk about six inches a year ago thanks to the impostor Midnight Spectre.  I brush hair away from her face so I can get a good look at her.  Her face is a little dirty but otherwise she looks fine.  Someone gave her a Point Barrow Sheriff Department T-shirt that fits her like a nightgown.
 
   A girl who looks much too young to be wearing a badge and gun comes towards me.  From her apparent youth, she was probably born a woman, not a man who was changed into one by the alien weapon.  Either she’s one of those who hasn’t elected to get changed back or they might not have the technology all the way up here.  “I’m Deputy Logan.  We spoke on the phone, what, ten minutes ago?”
 
   “Yes.  I hope I can trust you to keep this between us?”
 
   “Oh, sure, your secret is safe with me.  It actually saves us a lot of trouble.  Especially this time of year it’s hard to get up here.  That’s why your daughter was such a surprise.”
 
   “Is there somewhere Jenny and I could talk?”
 
   “Right this way.”  The girl leads us into a white room with only a metal table and two chairs—probably the interview room for suspects.  That also means it’s probably wired to eavesdrop on us.  But by now Deputy Logan has already figured out Velocity Kid is really Sally Bass, average housewife and mother so it doesn’t matter.
 
   I sit down on one chair and hold Jenny in my lap like when she was a toddler.  She leans her head on my shoulder and cries.  For a few minutes we don’t say anything.  Once she has cried herself out, I ask, “Jenny, how did you get up here?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I was at school.  Olivia and I were playing at recess and then these mean girls started saying nasty things.  One of them hit Olivia.  I went to get the teacher but I kept running.  I was going so fast I couldn’t see anything.  Then I ended up in the snow and I didn’t have any clothes on!”
 
   She starts to cry again.  I hold her tighter and whisper some comforting words.  I wish I had someone to comfort me.  It’s obvious what has happened:  Jenny has gained the same superspeed power as her parents.
 
   I leave Jenny with Deputy Logan so I can call Alan.  It takes about ten rings before he finally picks up.  When he’s deep into a project it can be almost impossible to snap him back to reality.  I tell him what has happened; I manage not to start bawling like Jenny.  “How did this happen?  She was just at school—”
 
   “It’s my fault,” he says.  “Before we had Jenny, I had already become Velocity Man.  She must have inherited the speed from me.”
 
   “You mean she was born with it?”
 
   “I’m afraid so.”
 
   “Why haven’t we noticed until now?”
 
   “A trait like that can take time to activate.  It might have been stress or maybe it was what happened a year ago.  We’ll have to run some tests—”
 
   “Alan, please, she’s not a lab rat.  She’s our daughter!”
 
   “I know.  I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
 
   I give him directions so he can find the station easier than I did.  “Don’t run too fast.  I don’t want you to disappear for another sixty years.”
 
   “I won’t.”
 
   He hangs up.  With a sigh I go back to the interview room, where Jenny’s waiting.  She crosses the room in the blink of an eye.  I pick her up again.  “Sweetie, you have to be careful about that.”
 
   “Sorry, Mommy.”
 
   “It’s all right.”  The distance was too short at least for her clothes to burn up.  As I take her back to her seat, I say to her and the deputy, “Daddy will be here in a few minutes.  Then we can all go home together.”
 
   Deputy Logan gives me a look.  “Your husband is—”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “But I thought you were…related.”
 
   “We are.  Just not by blood.”
 
   “Mommy, what are you talking about?”
 
   “Nothing, sweetie.”
 
   Alan barges through the front doors a minute later.  He’s in his blue-and-silver costume, but not wearing the mask.  He probably didn’t see any point to it.  “Sally?  Jenny?”
 
   “We’re in here,” I call out.  
 
   He throws his arms around us for a three-way hug.  “Are you all right?” he asks Jenny.
 
   “Yes.”  Her voice is cooler; she has accepted Alan really is her father, not another impostor, but things are still a little strained between them.
 
   “Everything’s going to be fine, sweetie.  There’s nothing to be scared about.”
 
   “I’m not scared.”
 
   “Good girl.”  He tousles her hair, which is the same shade of blond as his.  They look so much alike; I’m the one who looks like an outsider now, which is a far cry from how it was the first years of Jenny’s life.  We’ve been through so many changes the last five years and now we’ve got another to deal with.
 
   Deputy Logan clears her throat.  “Now that both of you are here, there’s some paperwork we need to go over.”
 
   “Of course,” Alan says.  “I’ll take care of it.”
 
   I let Alan go to discuss things with the deputy.  As Jenny and I sit there, she finally asks, “Mommy, what’s going to happen to me now?  Do I have to be a superhero?”
 
   “No, of course not.  You’re still a little girl.”
 
   “Can I still play with Olivia?”
 
   “Yes, but probably not right away.  Daddy and I have to show you how to control your speed so accidents like this don’t happen again.”
 
   “Isn’t there a way to make me normal?”
 
   “No,” I lie.  There is a way.  Alan and I both had it used on us before.  It involves alien chemicals from Starla’s Crystal Lair.  The side effect is that because of the superspeed it would make Jenny much younger, possibly into a baby.  I can’t do that to her.  It’s better she learns to control her power than to go through that.
 
   “But I don’t want to be different.  Everyone will think I’m weird.”
 
   “You’re not weird.  You’re special.  There’s no one else like you except for Mommy and Daddy.”
 
   “No one?”
 
   “That’s right.  You’re the only little girl in the whole world who can run this fast.”
 
   “Wow.”
 
   “It is pretty awesome.”  I make sure to smile as I say this.  Superspeed is pretty awesome most of the time, but sometimes it can be a curse too.  It has meant a lot of nights when we had to leave Jenny alone in the apartment so we could go out to fight evil.  There have been far fewer of those nights in the last year, but there are still times when Alan and I are needed to avert some crisis.  What will happen with Jenny now?
 
   When Alan comes back, everything is squared away with Deputy Logan.  There will be no mention that Alan and I are Jenny’s parents, only that she was remanded into Velocity Man and Velocity Kid’s custody to be returned home.  Anyone reading between the lines can probably figure it out, but I doubt many criminals are reading police records from Point Barrow.
 
   The hard part is figuring out how to get Jenny home.  She’s far too inexperienced to run there on her own.  At superspeed it’d be impossible for one or both of us to hold her hand.  Alan finally decides to carry Jenny back. 
 
   “I want Mommy to carry me!”
 
   “I’m sorry, sweetie, but you’re too heavy for Mommy to carry that far,” I say.
 
   “But—”
 
   “It’s all right.  I’ll be right next to you the whole time.”
 
   “OK.”
 
   Alan gives me a look.  I force a hopeful smile to my face.  Then we start out for home, knowing nothing will ever be the same again.
 
   
  
 



Apex Girl #1:
 
   Family Reunion
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   The Crystal Lair feels colder than usual.  Starla hasn’t been there in almost a year, not since she retrieved her husband from there after Omega’s defeat.  There has simply been too much for her to do to venture up to the North Pole to relax.
 
   Not only has Starla been busy helping to rebuild the world, she and Billy have been starting their new life as a married couple.  They’ve never gotten much of a real honeymoon, but they’ve made things work.  Sometimes she wonders if it’s because they hardly see each other except when they’re at work at the Atomic City Star, something Starla’s done far less frequently since there’s so much for Apex Girl to do.
 
   Today, a full year after Omega’s defeat, Starla has finally come back to the Crystal Lair.  The place looks the way she left it thanks to the robots who maintain the Lair in her absence.  One of these robots glides up to her to ask for input.  She ignores it to sit on the chair of orange crystal in the main room.
 
   A man who looks like an older, bearded version of Starla as a man appears in front of her.  “Greetings, my daughter.  It has been some time since you last visited.”
 
   “I’ve been busy,” she says.
 
   “How goes your marriage to the human?”
 
   “Billy and I are fine.”  It’s always a little surprising how the hologram composed of algorithms from records of her father can appear so much like a real parent.  Sometimes she has to remind herself he isn’t really here with her in the Lair; he has been dead for over three decades, almost her whole life.
 
   “What troubles you, my daughter?”
 
   “It’s something that happened a year ago.  When Omega nearly destroyed the planet.”
 
   “What is Omega?”
 
   “A world-devouring moon.  Before I destroyed him, he told me the truth about what happened to Kor-Gan.  Our people didn’t destroy themselves.  He destroyed them.”
 
   “And you believe him?”
 
   “I verified it with the Galactic Peacekeepers.  Why did you lie to me?”
 
   The hologram tries to speak but all that comes out is static.  An error message pops up in Starla’s native language.  There are a lot of complicated phrases that boil down to the information doesn’t exist in the computer’s files.  It has no idea why it lied to her; it probably wasn’t aware it was doing so.
 
   She does a manual search for anything on Omega.  There’s nothing in the computer’s files.  Maybe there hadn’t been time to include that information before her father sent her away.  But then how had it known the lie to tell her?  Maybe it was extrapolating from the information in its database.  By all accounts the Kor-Gans had been a peaceful, advanced people with no enemies; the computer might have assumed their only enemy was themselves.
 
   Starla almost jumps out of the chair when she hears a woman’s voice say, “Hello, Starla.  Your mate indicated you were here.”
 
   Dressed in a thick purple sweater and black pants, the woman before her could have passed as human if not for her light purple skin and pointed ears.  The ears were currently hidden by her long silver hair but there was nothing they could do to hide the purple skin without a mask or a lot of makeup.  Lieutenant Kila of the Galactic Peacekeepers adds, “Did I frighten you?”
 
   “A little.  You have to learn to knock first.”
 
   “Knock?  Oh, yes, a human custom before entering someone’s abode.”
 
   “Right.”  Starla gets to her feet.  She and the Peacekeeper are the same height but Kila is much thinner owing to that she doesn’t get superpowers from the sun.  “Is something wrong?”
 
   “I thought to ask you the same question.  Your mate—”
 
   “Billy.”
 
   “Yes, Billy, indicated you have been aloof of late.  I thought perhaps you needed to talk with one of your own gender.”
 
   “That’s very sweet, but everything’s fine.”
 
   Kila indicates the hologram of her father.  “That is Kal-Bul, is it not?”
 
   “Yes.  A hologram of him.”
 
   “He bears a remarkable similarity to you.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   Starla collapses onto the chair again.  She lets out a sigh and then says, “I came here because of what Omega said about my people.  I wanted to see if the computer here knew anything.  Apparently it didn’t.”
 
   “I am sorry, Starla.  I should not have intruded—”
 
   “No, it’s all right.  You’re right:  I could use to talk to someone.”
 
   Starla commands one of the robots to bring in a chair for Kila to sit on.  The Peacekeeper sits on it tentatively, as if it might attack her.  With another sigh, Starla says, “I never really knew my people, but I used to think I at least knew some facts about them.  Now it turns out what I knew was wrong.  Your records say my people weren’t evil, that they were good and dedicated to pursuing knowledge, but I still feel like they’re strangers to me.  Does that make any sense?”
 
   “You feel disconnected because you lack any true interaction with them.”
 
   “That sounds about right.  I guess there’s nothing I can do about it either.  They’re all dead except for me.”
 
   “That is true, but there might be another way.”
 
   “Do you have a time machine so I can go visit them?”
 
   “No.  If you desire, I can take you to the remains of Kor-Gan.  The Elders have kept it quarantined since Omega attacked it, but they should let us in now that their deception has been uncovered.”
 
   “You mean I could go there and see the ruins?”
 
   “Yes.  It would not be the same as if they were alive, but perhaps it would provide you with more information—and what your psychologists describe as ‘closure.’”
 
   “That seems like a good idea.  And it would give me a chance to test out the solar suit Tonya and Alan made for me.  How long would we be gone?”
 
   “The journey would take several days each way.”
 
   Starla frowns.  She doesn’t want to leave Earth for weeks.  She especially doesn’t want to leave Billy that long.  But this is a chance of a lifetime, a chance to see where she came from.  “I’ll talk it over with my mate.”
 
   “As you wish.”
 
   “While you’re here, how about I give you the grand tour?”
 
   “I would like that.”
 
   *** 
 
   It takes six days of travel before they reach the Kor-Gan system.  Over her Apex Girl costume, Starla wears a suit made of black metal.  This is the “solar suit” created by Tonya Kinney and Alan Bass.  The suit is covered with miniature solar panels that collect yellow sunlight and then store it for when Starla needs it so she won’t become so frail in red sunlight like Kor-Gan’s sun.  So far the suit appears to be working as her muscles haven’t shriveled up; she hopes she’ll have enough to last until she gets back to the Solar System.
 
   To make the trip easier they ride in Midnight Spectre’s Doomsday vehicle, an enormous armored personnel carrier that could in theory survive even a nuclear attack.  The vehicle has its own bunks and bathroom, which makes the trip far easier for Starla and Kila.  The latter’s magic allows the APC to fly through space by encasing it in a magic bubble.  The vehicle should also come in handy when they get to Kor-Gan so they have a base of operations.
 
   “The planet is the fourth in the system,” Kila says.  “There does not appear to be anyone else in the vicinity.”
 
   “That’s good news.”
 
   “Are you feeling anxiety?”
 
   “I’m a little nervous.  What if there’s nothing here?  What if it’s all destroyed?  What if I find something terrible down there?  What if your Elders were right?”
 
   “That is very unlikely.  They would not have altered the records if they were already correct.”
 
   “I suppose not.  I’m worrying about nothing.”
 
   “A trait not limited to humans.”
 
   “Are you worried too?”
 
   “I am concerned this enterprise will prove futile.  That might do more damage to your psyche than never coming here at all.”
 
   “That’s not true.  No matter what, I’m glad we’re doing this.  I need to know one way or the other.”
 
   “Then I hope we are successful.”
 
   Starla nods.  Even after a year Kila has trouble relating to humans—or a Kor-Gan raised as a human.  To use the Earth parlance, Kila is shy.  It’s not surprising considering she has spent most of her life away from her people as a Galactic Peacekeeper.  Since Omega’s defeat she has been assigned to Earth as a “liaison,” essentially abandoned by the Peacekeepers for blowing the whistle on the Elders’s collusion with Omega.  Like Starla she’s an alien on an alien world, only she doesn’t have the benefit of adopted parents who raised her as a human.
 
   They don’t say anything for a few minutes as the bubble-encased APC cruises along.  Then Starla sees a brown planet in front of them.  From the readings the planet is about twice as big as Earth, but its atmosphere and gravity are very similar.  She leans closer to the APC’s windows to try to get a better look, not that it does any good.
 
   When they do get closer, she notes how desolate it looks.  Did the surface always have that mottled brown-and-gray look or was that because of what Omega had done?  It’s one of many questions she has that maybe she can finally get an answer to.
 
   They orbit the planet two full times to make sure there’s nothing dangerous on the surface.  At least there’s nothing they can detect with their limited equipment.  She should have asked Robin or Tonya or Alan to come along, someone who’s better with machinery than her.  “Do you think it’s safe to go down now?”
 
   “I think we’ve determined all we can from up here.”
 
   Starla nods.  The bubble drops straight down, Starla’s stomach rising up into her throat.   Since the bubble is magic there’s none of the friction and heat of a normal atmospheric entry.  It’s more like the longest elevator ride Starla has ever been on.
 
   They drop through a band of thick gray clouds and then Starla can see the blasted remains of a city.  Even these ruins are beautiful, the shattered buildings made of various colors of crystals to give the surface the look of a stained glass window that has been broken and scattered across the ground.
 
   “This is where the capital city used to be.”
 
   “Is that where my parents lived?”
 
   “Yes.  We should be able to locate the science academy where your father worked.”
 
   “That would be wonderful.”
 
   The bubble slows its descent, gliding like a soap bubble towards the surface.  They skim over the shards of buildings; Starla tries to imagine what it must have looked like when her parents still walked the streets.  It must have been so beautiful, the sunlight making the crystal buildings glow.
 
   “Are you in distress?” Kila asks.
 
   Starla realizes she’s crying.  “I’m not sad.  I’m happy.  It’s so much more beautiful than I ever imagined.”
 
   They finally stop by a pile of red crystal that from the Galactic Peacekeeper records is the science academy where her father worked.  She has to resist the urge to run from the APC before it has landed and Kila has dissolved the bubble.  She’s as anxious as a kid on Christmas morning as she bounds down the steps to the surface, the first living person to walk on Kor-Gan in over thirty years.
 
   There’s no doorway left, so Starla has to climb over some of the rubble.  When she drops to the floor, her foot lands in something sticky.  It’s dark blue but from the smell she has a bad feeling about what it is.  “What is this?”
 
   Kila bends down to study the pile on the ground.  She runs her silver quarterstaff over the pile.  “These would be droppings.”
 
   “Of what?”
 
   “Rhtues.  A primitive scavenger.”
 
   “Like a rat?”
 
   “In some ways, but Rhtues are bipedal and about a meter tall.”
 
   “What are they doing here?”
 
   “Scavenging, most likely.”
 
   “Are they dangerous?”
 
   “Not unless provoked.”
 
   Even as Kila says this, Starla hears a hiss off to her left.  Kila’s description of the Rhtues isn’t far off the mark.  The creatures are bipedal and about two feet tall, with dark gray fur and black eyes that make them look like rabid koalas.  They would be cute if not for the bared teeth and claws.  “They look provoked.”
 
   “It is possible we are on their home territory.”
 
   Ordinarily Starla would retreat to respect their territory.  Not this time.  This is the only chance she has to learn more about her parents; she won’t let it slip away because of mutant koalas.  “They’ll have to find a new home.”
 
   Thanks to the solar suit she’s able to let out a stream of flame.  The Rhtues back away from the fire, but don’t run.  This gives more credence to Kila’s theory that they might be on the home territory of the creatures.
 
   But now that they’ve seen what she can do, the Rhtues keep back a safe distance as Starla makes her way through the ruins of the building.  She’s not sure what exactly she’s looking for:  something her father owned like a notebook or computer, something that might tell her more about the real him.
 
   All she finds is a bunch of junk—and Rhtue droppings.  After hours of searching in vain, Starla sags onto a pile of smashed equipment.  “You are disappointed,” Kila says.
 
   “A little.  It was pretty stupid to think after thirty years there would still be something here of them.”
 
   “It is a big planet.  We can’t give up yet.”
 
   “I suppose you’re right.”
 
   They walk along what must have been a street at one time.  It takes longer than it usually would with all the rubble strewn around.  The solar suit is equipped with cameras to take pictures of all this for analysis back on Earth.  Maybe one of her friends can create a reproduction of what the city used to look like.
 
   As they near a building of turquoise crystal, a pack of Rhtues bars their path.  She lets out a stream of flame to warn them away, but this time they stand their ground.  “What should we do now?”
 
   “Let me try,” Kila says.  She levels her staff.  A stream of purple lightning lashes out towards the Rhtues.  They shriek more out of fear than pain.  Starla watches them rush into the turquoise building.
 
   She follows after them.  “This does not seem wise,” Kila says.
 
   “I know.  They’re protecting something.  I’m curious to see what.”
 
   “Most likely a nest of younglings.”
 
   “Most likely.”
 
   Starla hurries after the Rhtues, into the building.  The stink of more feces gives her pause, but then she forces herself to go on.  The building has been largely remodeled by the scavengers, with makeshift tunnels carved through the wreckage.  This really must be a nest.
 
   Something tells her to push on.  She doesn’t know how to describe it, just a feeling that there’s something here for her to find.  It’s the closest to a religious vision she has ever experienced.
 
   Starla has to get down on her hands and knees to crawl through a tunnel carved through a crystal wall.  As she nears the end of it, she hears the Rhtues again.  They’re not hissing so much as chanting.  The rhythmic pattern of their hisses can only be something deliberate, like a language.  Since it doesn’t seem likely for them to see her, they must be speaking to someone else.
 
   She crawls closer and then stops at the edge.  Above the chanting, she hears a woman’s voice, this one speaking in Kor-Gan.  As Starla listens, a smile comes to her face.  It’s a lesson on ancient Kor-Gan history.  From the woman’s tone and simple vocabulary it must be intended for young children.
 
   Starla slips out of the tunnel to land on a pile of machine parts.  From this vantage she can see where the voice is coming from.  There’s a hologram in the center of an amphitheater.  Like obedient students the Rhtues have occupied the seats, though they squat on them rather than sitting.  The scavengers continue their chant.
 
   Starla leans closer to get a better look at the hologram.  She realizes then why she was prodded to find this place:  the hologram is her mother!  There’s no denying it, not in her mind.  The woman looks almost identical to how Starla first did when she became a woman with long black hair, blue eyes, and a very womanly physique beneath her flowing blue gown.  This physique is thinner than Starla’s, like what she would look like as a normal woman.
 
   “It appears they think this hologram is a religious icon,” Kila says from behind her.
 
   “It looks that way.”  Starla turns to the Peacekeeper.  “That woman.  I think she’s my mother.”
 
   “How can you be sure?”
 
   “She looks exactly like me.  Or how I used to look.”
 
   “It is possible.”
 
   “There’s got to be some way to be sure.”
 
   “The hologram emitter should have a disk or some other memory storage unit.  If we can examine this, we might learn the truth.”
 
   “I don’t think they’ll let us in that close.”
 
   “That is very true.”  Kila says nothing for a moment.  Then she says, “I can create a distraction to lure them away.  Then you can go down to the emitter.”
 
   “Good idea.  Just be careful.”
 
   “I will meet you back at the vehicle.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Kila slips off to the left.  Starla braces herself to run.  She drains some of the solar charge from the suit to pump up her muscles.  She stares at the hologram as it continues its lesson, seemingly oblivious to the fact her students are alien scavengers who view her as a god.
 
   When she hears the aliens scream, she gets to her feet.  Kila lets go another burst of lightning over their heads.  As expected, the aliens charge towards her to defend their god.  Kila makes sure she has as many lured away as possible before she zips away in her magic bubble.
 
   Now that she’s in the clear, Starla bolts from her hiding place.  As she streaks towards the hologram, she notices it flicker.  The woman’s image changes.  Her face looks older, with deeper lines around her eyes and forehead.  From the bags under her eyes, she looks as if she hasn’t slept in days.  Despite this, her hair is pulled back neatly and her shimmering blue gown is immaculate.
 
   “All students and faculty are to report to the basement immediately.  There is no need to be alarmed.  This emergency is only temporary.  Proceed at once in an orderly fashion.”
 
   Starla thinks this must be a recorded message until the woman turns to face her.  “Young lady, you are to go to the basement immediately.  If you do not go now, you will be disciplined.”
 
   Starla floats in midair to study the hologram.  It looks as real as the one of her father.  “You can see me?”
 
   “Of course I can.  You must go at once.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “It is a planetary emergency.  All children are to be evacuated to safety.”
 
   “Planetary emergency,” Starla whispers to herself.  “It’s Omega, isn’t it?  That’s why you were evacuating.”
 
   “Omega?”
 
   Apparently this hologram knows as much about it as her father’s on Earth.  “A world devouring moon.”
 
   “I know of no such thing.  Now, you must hurry before I call the headmaster.”
 
   “Wait.  What’s your name?”
 
   “I am Mistress Lau-Bul.”
 
   Starla puts a hand to her mouth.  This woman really is her mother.  “I knew it,” she whispers.  “Are you Kal-Bul’s wife?”
 
   “Indeed, but this is not an appropriate—”
 
   Starla lunges forward to wrap her mother in a hug, but she goes right through.  This hologram doesn’t have the cohesiveness of her father’s.  “What was the meaning of that?  I am contacting the headmaster—”
 
   “I’m sorry.  It’s just that I know your son, Gor-Bul.”
 
   “That is unlikely.  My son is only an infant.”
 
   “Yes, I suppose he is.”  Starla barely holds back tears.  Though it’s irrational, she wants this hologram to recognize her, to realize she is Lau-Bul’s son—now daughter—finally come home.  But this won’t be the case.  To the hologram, Gor-Bul is a baby lying in a cradle, sucking his thumb.  “I’ll get going now.”
 
   She doesn’t go.  Instead, she drops down to the base of the hologram emitter.  At the bottom of the emitter she finds a memory storage crystal.  As she pops it out, the hologram blinks off.  Starla’s about to take the crystal when she looks around her.  What will the Rhtues think when they come back to find their god has disappeared?
 
   She lets out a sigh and then shoves the crystal back in.  As the hologram reboots, Starla notices a second crystal in another port.  Another lesson?  She toggles to the second crystal.  Again her mother appears, back to the younger woman from the history lesson.  This time she begins a lecture on Kor-Gan grammar.  Starla smiles as she pops out the original crystal again.  She doubts the Rhtues will notice any difference.
 
   Kila’s waiting for her at the APC as promised.  She looks none the worse for wear.  “You appear pleased,” she says.
 
   “I am pleased.”  Starla leans forward to hug the Peacekeeper.  “Thank you so much for bringing me here.”
 
   “You are welcome.”
 
   “Let’s get some dinner.  Then we can see what else there is to find.”
 
   “That sounds good.”
 
   Starla holds up the orange crystal and grins.  When they get back, she should be able to get the Crystal Lair’s computer to play the hologram.  With some help from her friends, she might even be able to create a more robust program, similar to that of her father.  Then in some small way the Bul family can be reunited.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Queen Neptune #1:
 
   Rite of Passage
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   For Pacificans a key rite of passage was the first trip to the surface.  Queen Neptune had made her first trip when she was a baby.  Back then she had been her father’s second son, the one who would inherit the throne.  After about thirty years and an alien weapon, she has become the queen of the underwater city of Pacifica.  
 
   The queen, her surface name Elise Gold, took her daughter’s hand.  She gestured to a spot of light above them.  “There it is,” she said.
 
   “That’s the surface?”
 
   “It’s through the water.”
 
   “And that’s where all the cities are?  And cars and airplanes and everything?”
 
   “That’s right, baby.  It’s all up there.”
 
   “I wanna go!”  Little Ariel tried to wriggle from Elise’s grasp, but she held on tight.
 
   “Not yet, baby.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because it’s very dangerous.  When you leave the water, it’s going to hurt—a lot.  You aren’t going to be able to breathe at first and that’s going to be really scary, but Aunt Whale and I will be right here.  We’re not going to let anything happen to you.”
 
   “I love you, Mama.”
 
   “I love you, baby.”  Elise pressed her daughter tighter to her chest.  Her free hand she held out for her sister to take.  Like her, Kenda had been born a man, a man who turned on Pacifica and adopted the name Killer Whale.  Thanks to the alien weapon and Ariel’s love, Kenda had become the sister Elise had always wanted.
 
   With Ariel in her arms, Elise let Kenda paddle her up towards the surface.  The water above them became brighter; it must be another sunny day in the south Pacific.  She pushed Ariel’s head closer to her chest.  “Keep your eyes closed.  It’s going to be very bright.”
 
   “Yes, Mama.”
 
   “Here we go.”
 
   Kenda let go so Elise could use momentum and her own hand to break the surface of the water.  She felt Ariel’s body stiffen and then tremble.  “Mama?” she wheezed.
 
   “It’s all right, baby.  Your lungs just need to adjust.  You’ll be fine.”
 
   It was the hardest moment of Elise’s life as a mother to watch her daughter’s face turn red and then magenta.  All she could do was rub Ariel’s back to remind her she wasn’t alone.  Kenda floated next to them, her face looking as pained as Elise’s no doubt was.  Sometimes it was hard to believe Kenda really loved the girl, until moments like this.
 
   Ariel gasped and wheezed for at least a minute.  She started to thrash in Elise’s arms as her face turned purple.  “It’s not working,” Kenda said.  “She’s too young—”
 
   “She can do it.  She’s my daughter.”
 
   “Your hubris is going to kill her!”
 
   Kenda started towards her, until Ariel coughed.  This tiny cough was proceeded by another and another, growing deeper in pitch.  Elise patted her daughter’s back like when she’d been a baby.  The coughing fit stopped in less than a minute and Ariel’s face began trending back to red.
 
   “You did it, baby.  You did it.”
 
   The little girl only whimpered at this.  Elise turned to the east, where she saw the spit of land.  It couldn’t be more than a mile away.  She turned back to Kenda.  “Can you give us a lift?”
 
   “Of course.”  As she glided past, Kenda patted Ariel’s head.  Then they set out towards land.
 
   *** 
 
   At one time the atoll had been referred to as the “Love Shack” because Elise—then Ellis Pate—and Alan Bass had taken their conquests there for a little alone time.  Even after Alan got married, Ellis continued to use the place for that purpose.  That was until he became Elise and fell in love with a coral-shaper named Erek.  She had brought him here before he was murdered by an impostor of Ellis.  He had almost as difficult a time as Ariel to adjust to the surface.
 
   For the moment the little girl lay on the king-size bed, swaddled in covers, only her face visible.  Probably because of the stress she sucked her thumb the way she had as a baby.  She had woke up just long enough to complain of being cold, something perfectly understandable since she had spent the first four years of her life in the depths of the Pacific.  In time she would acclimate to the cooler temperatures and the wind.
 
   “She is of the royal blood,” Kenda said.
 
   “Of course she is.  I told you:  she’s my daughter.”
 
   “She’s still spoiled and soft.”
 
   “She’s still a baby.  We have time.”
 
   “Then why did you bring her here?”
 
   “The sooner she learns to acclimate to the surface, the better.”
 
   “I thought you didn’t care about the surface world.”
 
   “I don’t,” Elise snapped.  The surface world had created the impostor who had killed Erek and Elise’s mother, the previous queen.  “You know as well as I do we can’t ignore threats that come from here.  She’ll need to be prepared to face them.”
 
   “Would another year or two have made a difference?”
 
   “We’ve waited too long already.  What if something like Omega shows up again?”
 
   “There are plenty of places underwater for her to hide.”
 
   “There’s no sense arguing.  She’s here and she’s adjusting.  In a couple of days she’ll be ready to go to San Francisco.  Then she can get her first glimpse of humans.”
 
   “You should tread carefully.  She might become enamored with the surface world.  It might be hard to make her go back to Pacifica.”
 
   “No.  Pacifica is her home.  It’ll always be her home.”  At least Elise hoped that would be the case.
 
   *** 
 
   For her first dinner on the surface, Ariel slurped down some tomato soup.  It wasn’t only because she still didn’t feel good after the transition; soup was about all there was in the cabinets.  They would have to do some grocery shopping while in San Francisco.
 
   At the moment Ariel was back in bed, curled up against Elise.  Kenda was in the guest room, still pouting over Elise bringing Ariel here.  Sometimes Kenda was even more protective of the girl than Elise.
 
   Ariel had warmed up enough that the blankets were only pulled up to her chin.  This allowed Elise to stroke the girl’s wavy red hair.  Ariel slurped a little as she continued to work on her thumb in her sleep; Elise hoped this return to infancy would be only a temporary occurrence.
 
   Elise heard a soft thump from outside the door.  She didn’t think much of it; after so long underwater it took some time to acclimate to the different sounds of the surface world.  She dozed with her daughter until she heard the door handle rattle.  
 
   She barely had time to sit up before the door burst open.  A man’s shape was outlined in the doorway.  From the black pants, tank top, and paint smeared on his face, she knew he wasn’t a Jehovah’s Witness here to give her some pamphlets.
 
   Years as a superhero had trained Elise for this.  She rolled onto the floor with Ariel in one hand.  With her other hand she took out what looked like a green seashell.  In a flash of light the seashell became a golden trident, the royal scepter of Pacifica.
 
   “Mama?” Ariel said.
 
   “It’s going to be all right, baby.  Mama has some business to take care of.  Stay here.”  She helped Ariel to slide under the bed, where she should be safe for the time being.
 
   She rolled up to her feet to brandish the trident.  The man had taken a couple of steps into the room.  He held a hunting knife in one hand.  “Who sent you?” Elise said.
 
   “I can’t reveal the names of my employers,” the man said.  “All you need to know is they’ve paid me to take the child.  Give her to me and I won’t have to kill you—or your sister.”
 
   The man held up his other hand, in which was a detonator.  “I’ve got her bed wired with enough C4 to blow her back into the ocean.  Put the trident down or she’s dead.”
 
   “She wouldn’t want me to give you Ariel.  So go ahead and push the button.”
 
   “Mama?  What’s going on?”
 
   “It’s all right, baby.  This nasty man is going to be leaving soon.”
 
   “As you wish.”  He pressed down on the detonator.  Elise dropped to one knee as the floor shook and the wall to her right exploded.  Her ears rang, but she could still hear Ariel scream.
 
   The man took advantage of the chaos to charge forward.  Elise brought the trident around, but she was too late.  The man sank his knife in her right bicep.  The trident fell from her hand to land on the floor.  He followed this up by punching Elise in the face.
 
   Her head swum as he shoved her aside to reach under the bed.  Elise heard Ariel scream again, but her body was still reeling too much to help.  By the time she got unsteadily to her knees, Elise saw the man had Ariel in one arm.  She thrashed against him, but it was no good; he maintained his hold on her.
 
   “Mama!” Ariel wailed.
 
   Elise scrambled to grab the trident with her left hand.  “Don’t,” the man said.  He held his knife up to Ariel’s throat.  “Or else she gets it.”
 
   “What do you want with her?  She’s a child.”
 
   “I only want to turn her in for my paycheck,” the man said.  “What my employers do is their business.”
 
   Elise could think of a number of scenarios.  One of her enemies in Pacifica might have hired this man to take the royal heir for their benefit.  Someone on the surface might have decided having Ariel would keep Pacifica in line.  No matter who it was, she would make sure they paid in blood.
 
   “You take her and all of Pacifica will come after you.”
 
   “Only if I leave you alive.”
 
   “No!  You can’t hurt Mama!” Ariel shouted.
 
   “Shut up—” Before the man could finish, the trident streaked across the bedroom to stab him through the right leg.  His grip loosened enough that Ariel could wriggle free.  This gave Elise the opening she needed.  She tore the trident loose and then drove it through the man’s neck.  He fell limp to the floor.
 
   Ariel raced over to bury her face against Elise’s body.  With her good arm, Elise hefted her daughter.  “It’s all right.  Mama will be fine.”
 
   Ariel sobbed into Elise’s dress for a few minutes.  She finally pulled her face back to ask, “Is Aunt Whale with Daddy now?”
 
   “I—”
 
   “No, child.  I’m right here,” Kenda said.  She leaned against the doorway, alive—barely.  Her dress was in tatters to reveal skin pockmarked with cuts from flying debris.
 
   Despite this, she barely winced when Ariel freed herself from Elise’s grasp to hug her aunt’s leg.  “It’s all right, child.  Your mother and I will both be fine.  And that nasty man won’t hurt you anymore.”
 
   Ariel nodded at this but didn’t say anything.  Elise helped Kenda lead Ariel into the living room, where she wouldn’t have to be faced with the man’s corpse.  While Ariel curled up on the couch with her aunt, Elise returned to the bedroom.
 
   As befitted an assassin, the man didn’t have any identification.  Though it would pain her almost as much as the knife wound, she would have to call Midnight Spectre to run the man’s fingerprints and DNA through the system.  Maybe then she could find out who he was and who had employed him.
 
   More than that was the question of how he had known they’d be here.  Elise’s trip hadn’t been public knowledge.  Only a small circle of Pacificans at the palace had known:  the captain of her guard, Ariel’s nanny Ursula, and her secretary.  Had one of them let it slip to someone else?  Or had one of them been behind it?
 
   Whoever had done this would pay for their betrayal.  She would make certain of that as soon as she got to Pacifica.  For now she needed to call the Super Squad’s headquarters, which was about a hundred miles from here on a converted oil platform.
 
   She plucked the trident from the dead man’s neck.  The trident shrunk back into its seashell form for her to tuck into her dress.  When she returned to the living room, she studied her daughter, who had taken command of the trident for an instant.  It was another rite of passage for the future queen of Pacifica.
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   Suburban Detroit – Thirty Years Ago:
 
   At the moment the parts scattered on the dining room table didn’t look like much.  But Tommy Kinney could already see them come together in his mind to make a robot way more awesome than R2-D2.  It’d be almost as cool as the one from Short Circuit, except Tommy couldn’t make a laser gun, not without access to military-grade equipment.
 
   He started with the chest, where the core processors would be kept.  Conventional wisdom might suggest putting them in the head like a brain, but they would be far more exposed there.  The heart, lungs, and other organs were in middle of a person’s chest because they could be better protected by the rib cage.  The last thing Tommy wanted was to go to all this trouble to have the processors break if the robot fell on its head.
 
   “Tommy, what are you doing?” Mom asked.
 
   “Building a robot.”
 
   “Is that part of the TV?”
 
   “I needed some vacuum tubes.”
 
   “Your father is going to kill you when he gets home.  You put those back this instant.  Put all those parts back where you found them.”
 
   “But Mom—”
 
   “No buts, Thomas.  You clean up this mess right away.”  Tommy always knew Mom was serious when she used his real name.  With a sigh he began to sweep the pieces off the table.  From outside came the whine of Dad’s circular saw, but Dad was still at the plant.  “Tommy, where’s your brother?”
 
   “I don’t know—”
 
   There came a scream from outside.  Tommy let his mother go first; he had a good idea what they would find.  Mom’s scream indicated it was as bad as he had feared.  “Tommy, call 911!  Get an ambulance!”
 
   Tommy was on the phone with the operator, trying to convince her this wasn’t a prank, when Mom brought Brendan inside.  His left hand was wrapped in a T-shirt but it was soaked through with blood. 
 
   Mom took the phone from Tommy to bark at the operator.  Despite the blood loss, Brendan was still conscious.  Tommy asked, “What the hell did you do?”
 
   “I was making something.  I needed Daddy’s saw.”
 
   “Idiot.  Daddy won’t let me use his tools and I’m nine.”
 
   Mom had finished yelling at the operator and was now free to smack Tommy upside the head.  “This is your fault, Thomas.  I told you to watch your brother.”
 
   “My fault?  I didn’t make the dummy try to use the saw.”
 
   “You’re the oldest.  You have to watch out for your little brother.”
 
   “But Mom—”
 
   “Go up to your room and stay there.  Mrs. McKenzie will be over to look after you until your dad gets home.”
 
   Tommy gulped.  He knew what would happen when Dad got home and found out that Brendan had nearly cut off his hand and Tommy had cannibalized most of the appliances for robot parts.  If he were smart he’d run away to avoid getting spanked until his butt was raw.
 
   As he trudged towards the stairs he looked back at Brendan.  His little brother was still crying, but he met Tommy’s eyes and winked.
 
   *** 
 
   Present Day:
 
   If you had said even eighteen months ago at this point I’d be a seventeen-year-old girl with blue hair I’d have asked for some of what you’d been smoking.  Yet here I am, a very cute blue-haired girl who happens to own a research company funded through a Stanford Initiative genius grant.  Oh, and who is also Ion Girl, a member of the Super Squad Auxiliary.
 
   Eighteen months ago all that would have freaked me the hell out, but I have to admit having a vagina is a lot better than getting raped up the ass in prison.  That was my other alternative after I helped save the world.  After the initial shock wore off it was a pretty easy choice.
 
   Today is the big day, when almost a year’s worth of work finally pays off.  And when it does, I can line up some real investors and not have to live off Holloway Corporation’s charity anymore.  That will make the rest of the staff a lot happier because with as much red ink as it’s swimming in, Holloway Corporation is likely to turn off the money spigot at any moment.
 
   “Hey gals,” I say as I enter the control room.  “How’s it going?”
 
   I have a half-dozen scientists working in my employ, plus another dozen assistants.  They’re all girls, though about a year ago ninety percent of them—like me—had a penis.  For one reason or another they haven’t changed back, though any of them could whenever they want, unlike me.
 
   “It’s all good so far, boss,” Rhonda says in a voice as tiny as her body.  It’s hard to believe she used to be a six-foot-three guy named Rod a year ago.
 
   “Super.  What about those nerds in Florida?”
 
   “The link-up to NASA is done,” says Sue, one of those who hasn’t changed back because as a man she’d been hit with both ends of the ugly stick.  She still doesn’t look like a supermodel, but at least now her face won’t send kids running in terror.
 
   I find my chair in the control room.  It’s kind of like the bridge of the Enterprise, with me in the center and all my minions around me to watch over the various monitors.  I put on my headset to watch the data coming in.  The girls were right that everything is all set for the launch.  Only five minutes to go until we make history.
 
   The idea for this didn’t hit me right away.  I have Starla Marsh, aka Apex Girl, to thank for it.  Her alien DNA gets superpowers thanks to Earth’s sun, which didn’t do her much good when she was abducted and dragged halfway across the galaxy.  She asked Alan Bass, aka Velocity Man, if there were a way to fix this.  Alan thought up a way, but he asked for my help to make it mobile.
 
   We came up with a “solar suit,” basically a spacesuit that collects solar radiation and stores it for future use.  While Alan and I were working on that, the idea hit me that we could apply this on a much larger scale.  In the process we could eliminate energy shortages for the next five billion years or so until the sun explodes.
 
   The problem with traditional solar energy is you have to have a sunny, almost cloudless day.  In places like Seattle that’s almost impossible, so solar has been pretty much a niche market.  How to get around that is actually thanks to the impostor Midnight Spectre and the alien weapon she used to make us all into women. 
 
   To do that, the impostor had maneuvered a bunch of Holloway Corporation satellites to redirect the weapon’s energy over the whole world.  If that could work for the alien weapon, why not the sun?  Except of course you still get the same problem of needing an open, cloudless location for your collectors.  That’s why we have collection banks scattered all over the world.  If one or two locations are cloudy or something, we still have plenty of spares.
 
   At least that’s the plan.  We’ve only done small-scale testing with airplanes redirecting sunlight in the desert.  Today is when we try it for reals.  After the dorks at NASA verify the results, I’ll have investors offering to blow me to be a part of it.
 
   The counter runs down to ten seconds.  A cute redheaded assistant I tried to ask out for six months does the countdown.  As a woman I’ve never felt this excited without something inserted between my legs.  “One…mark,” the redhead says.
 
   There are no explosions or fireworks or anything like that.  There’s nothing to see at all, just a model on my headset.  “Everything’s green so far,” Rhonda says.
 
   “Awesome,” I mumble as I watch it unfold in my headset.  The solar energy is being focused by one satellite.  Once it has built up enough charge, it redirects to the rest of the satellites in orbit.  The headset draws little red lines to indicate the progress.
 
   For this test we’ve set up two collectors, one in Arizona and the other in Australia.  Both of those locations are clear and uninhabited should we have any problems.  Not that anything is likely to explode, but for liability reasons we don’t want to take chances—damned lawyers.
 
   Red lights start to flash in my headset the same moment I hear warnings going off at the other stations.  “The collectors are down,” Sue says.
 
   “Both of them?” Rhonda asks.
 
   “Yeah.  I don’t know what’s going on.  They were fine a minute ago and now they’re both dead.”
 
   “Cancel the test,” I say.  I want to throw my headset down with frustration, but the virtual reality display in it costs about a hundred thousand bucks.  I wait until the NASA link is severed before I shout, “Goddamn it!”
 
   “It’s probably a short,” Rhonda says.
 
   “Both of them?  At the same time?  Something stinks worse than Sue’s armpits.”
 
   “Hey!”
 
   “Sorry, hon.”  I give her a pat on the shoulder before I make it to the door.
 
   “Where are you going?” Rhonda asks.
 
   “Out.  You have the conn.”
 
   I haven’t used the combat suit much since Omega decided to pay Earth a visit almost a year ago.  I’ve spent most of my time in labs rather than fighting crime.  Not always by choice; Melanie Amis suggested my work here would be a lot more beneficial in the long run than busting a few drug pushers.  Sometimes I get the itch and take the old girl out to break a few heads; it’s not hard to find those heads in Detroit.
 
   I’m running through the start-up checklist when Rhonda finds me.  “Tonya, you can’t go now.  We have to find out what’s wrong—”
 
   “That’s what I’m doing.”
 
   “How?  By beating up a couple of purse snatchers?”
 
   “Do you think I’m that stupid?”  I lift the facemask of the helmet so I can stare Rhonda down.  Sometimes the girls have a tendency to think I’m an actual seventeen-year-old they need to look after rather than someone who was born almost forty years ago.
 
   “Sorry, boss.”
 
   “It’s fine.  But you better take a few steps back.”
 
   “Good luck,” she says as she backs out of the room.  Then I light up the engines and go.
 
   *** 
 
   I stop in Arizona first since it’s closer.  The collectors are a pile of smoking junk.  I don’t need to be a reformed assassin like Diane to know someone blew them up.  Probably C4.  The question is how they did it without us noticing via the cameras we have watching the place.
 
   I doubt I’ll find anything around here, so I head for Australia next.  My luck probably won’t be any different there, not if the saboteur is smart.  She—or he—has probably already disappeared.  We aren’t likely to find any fingerprints or that other CSI stuff either.  She—or he—might as well be a ghost.
 
   I’m about a mile out of our site in the Outback when a warning tone sounds.  “Electromagnetic pulse detected,” the computer tells me.
 
   Out in the middle of nowhere that can only mean someone who hasn’t done her homework very well is trying to shoot me down.  Shielding the suit from EMPs was one of the first things I did after my initial run-in with Velocity Man.  That was the Mark 1 suit, so obviously it’s gotten a lot better since then.  What kind of moron is down there?
 
   Still, sometimes it can be good to play along.  I cut the engines and put the rest on stand-by to make it seem like they got me with their EMP.  My nice, easy flight turns into the elevator ride from Hell as I plunge towards the ground at speeds that will make me a puddle of goo.
 
   As the collectors come into view, I can see they’ve been sabotaged like the others.  This time there’s someone in dark red standing near them, waiting for me.  Whoever it is has made a big mistake.
 
   When I’m about five hundred feet overhead I turn the engines back on and reactivate the rest of the systems.  I wobble in midair, losing a couple hundred feet in the process, but eventually I get enough control to come down gently right in front of a man dressed in a bad imitation of my Mark 1 suit.
 
   “Your back-up systems might have saved you, but now you will face the full power of Magneeto!”
 
   He raises a rifle similar to mine and cuts loose with another EMP.  Again it has no impact on my systems, but the shockwave is enough to put me on my back.  “Ow,” I mumble.  As I reach for my ion rifle, I say, “Sounds like we’ll be adding copyright infringement on top of assault and destruction of private property.”
 
   “I have no fear of your puny injustice system!”
 
   He’s about to fire another EMP blast, but this time I have my ion rifle up and ready.  I hit him in the left knee with a blast.  His shot goes into the air, where I hope it doesn’t find an airliner or anything else.  Then I use a kung-fu kick I learned from Diane to knock the gun from his hands.
 
   “All right, dipshit, it’s all over,” I tell him and hope he has sense enough to cooperate.  Though for as much damage as he has done to my pet project, I’d kind of like for him to make a move so I have an excuse to shoot him dead.
 
   “You can’t stop Magnee—”
 
   I pop him in the mouth before he can finish.  In my best Velma from Scooby-Doo voice I say, “Now let’s see who you really are!”
 
   I gasp just like those kids of the Mystery Machine always did.  And for good reason:  I recognize the guy under the mask.  It’s not Old Man Jacobs or any of that shit.
 
   It’s Brendan.
 
   “Jesus Christ.  What the hell are you doing here?”
 
   “I didn’t want to miss your big day, sis.”
 
   I take off the helmet and shake out my hair; it’s pretty sweaty and limp after flying through two deserts.  “I should have known you’d be the only one dumb enough to try using an EMP on me.”
 
   “You’ll never stop me—”
 
   I pop him in the mouth again, this time even harder.  Blood drips down his chin and he’s probably missing a couple teeth now.  “You jealous little shit.  Do you know what you’ve done?  This system could give the world unlimited clean energy and you’ve wrecked it because of some grudge from thirty years ago.”
 
   “This is your fault!  Mommy said you were supposed to look after me and you never did!  You were always too busy with your projects and your girlfriends.”
 
   “Christ, Brendan, you’re thirty-five years old.  You don’t need anyone babysitting you anymore.”  I make sure his gun is far away before I sit on the ruins of my solar collectors—my dream.  “Where the hell have you been?”
 
   “Like you’d care.”
 
   “Of course I care.  I’m your…sister.”
 
   “My little sister.”
 
   “Yeah, real hilarious.  How’d you get changed back?”
 
   “I jumped some girl in an alley.  Used her ID.”
 
   I shake my head.  There are supposed to be safeguards to prevent that, but with thousands of people lined up every day like it’s a Black Friday sale, the gatekeepers aren’t always that observant.  “And then you decided to get even with me?  By wrecking my project?”
 
   “Serves you right.”
 
   “Don’t give me that bullshit!  We’re grown-ups now—”  He interrupts me with a smug snicker.  My body isn’t that of a grown-up, though my ID says I’m nineteen.  “Shut up!  You’re an adult now and that means you have to take responsibility for your own actions.  You can’t keep blaming me for your problems.”
 
   “Mommy said—”
 
   “That was thirty fucking years ago!  Grow up already.”
 
   “Are you going to arrest me now?  Maybe I can get your old cell at Gitmo.”
 
   “You’d like that, but I’m not arresting you.  I’m taking you back to Dixon so they can put you in a rubber room, where you belong.”
 
   “You can’t do that!  I’ll never go back there.  Ne—”  When I hit him this time he goes down for the count.  I stand over his armor-clad body and shake my head.  
 
   *** 
 
   After I drop Brendan off at Dixon Psychiatric Institute in Indianapolis, I head over to Atomic City.  Rather than waiting for the elevator or clomping up forty stories, I land on the balcony.  The door is already unlocked.
 
   “Hi honey, I’m home,” I announce.
 
   I look around but don’t see anyone.  From the kitchen she shouts, “Just a tick, love.  I’m almost done here.”
 
   In a way I’m glad she’s in the kitchen as it gives me time to take off the armor.  I leave the pieces in a pile by the balcony door and then go into the bathroom to freshen up.  After all that flying around I look a wreck; I do what I can to touch up my make-up and hair.  I’ll need to stop by the salon soon for a fresh coat of dye.
 
   Dinner is waiting in the dining room:  two heaping plates of spaghetti and meatballs.  For a former world-class assassin, Diane is a hell of a cook.  She’s not so much into fashion; she’s dressed in her standard black sweatsuit with her hair pulled back tight in a ponytail.  At least she consents to let me kiss her.
 
   “I wasn’t sure you were going to make it,” she says.  “I heard some wanker sabotaged your test.”
 
   “Yeah, some wanker.”
 
   I sit down at the table, suddenly exhausted.  I manage the strength to shovel in a couple bites of spaghetti.  Diane studies me with those hard killer’s eyes.  I always get a little nervous when she does that, like she’s looking at me through an invisible rifle sight.  “I’m sure they’ll let you have another go.”
 
   “I’m sure.  After I lay out hundreds of thousands more for another batch of collectors.”
 
   “If you want money—”
 
   “I can handle it,” I snap a little harsher than I mean to.  I know where Diane’s money comes from and it’s not something I want connected to a legitimate scientific venture.
 
   “I was going to say I’m sure Mel can wrangle some up for you.”
 
   “I don’t want it to become a military project.”
 
   “If you insist, love.  So who was the wanker behind it?”
 
   “No one you’d know.”
 
   “An amateur then?”
 
   “You could say that.”
 
   Later, when I’m full of pasta and cuddling with her on the couch, Diane asks, “What is it you’re not telling me?”
 
   I want to tell her to mind her own damned business, but then I remember Diane knows a hundred ways to kill me with her thumb.  “The wanker was my brother.”
 
   “I didn’t know you had a brother.”
 
   “It’s not something I’m proud of.”  While I had built myself an awesome suit of combat armor and begun a life of supervillainy, Brendan had bounced from one mental hospital to another.  Between stints he’d live on the streets, until someone would catch him with a butterfly net and begin the cycle of futility again.
 
   Diane listens to me while stroking my hair like I’m a corgi in her lap.  When I finish, she says, “Sounds like that boy was a few cards short of a full deck.”
 
   “Yeah, I know.  You think I did the wrong thing taking him back to the hospital?  They aren’t going to have any better luck this time than any other time.”
 
   “And you think prison would be better for him?”
 
   “Not so much him as the rest of the world.”
 
   “Especially you, yeah?”
 
   “Yeah.  Is it terrible of me to think that?”
 
   “Of course not, love.  Sounds like he’s run you through the wringer already.”
 
   “I wish there were something I could do for him.  Machines are so much easier to fix.”
 
   “Tell me about it.”
 
   “You aren’t going to mention any of this to the general, are you?”
 
   “My lips are sealed.”
 
   “I hope not,” I say before I kiss her.  Sometimes it’s still weird to kiss a woman as a woman, but I can get past it.  It’s especially easy with Diane.  Since all the crap we went through a year ago, we’re like best buddies.  It was only natural we’d eventually take things to another level.
 
   Later, after Diane has gone to sleep, I stare at the ceiling.  It’s going to be tough to rebuild what Brendan ruined, but I can do it.  Fixing machines is a lot easier than fixing people after all.
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   The worst part of every day is the commute from Redoubt City to Atomic City.  It’s not because of traffic or crowds since I have my own helicopter.  It’s because every trip there and back I have to spend listening to Mom.
 
   “I don’t understand why they keep fighting.  It’s such a terrible place,” Mom says.  She’s reading the file on the renewal of hostilities in the Balkans.  “What are they fighting over?”
 
   “It’s ancient grievances,” I say.
 
   “And what do they expect us to do about it?”
 
   “They want us to talk to the leaders and see if we can work something out.”
 
   “They want you to go over there?  Can’t we bring them here?”
 
   “I wish.”
 
   “You should tell that secretary-general you’re not going to such an awful place.”
 
   “Mom, please—”
 
   “Oh, I know.  You don’t have to listen to me.  I’m just your secretary.”
 
   “You volunteered!”
 
   “Well it was either that or sit around playing bridge with Jasmine all day.”
 
   “I’m sure you just hated that.”
 
   “I did.  That woman cheats like no one’s business.”
 
   “Are we only talking about cards?”
 
   Mom gives me that old glare from my childhood.  It’s still effective despite that we’re almost the same age now thanks to the alien weapon.  “That is not any of your business, young lady.”
 
   “You’re dating my girlfriend’s butler, who used to be almost a father to her, so I think it is some of my business.”
 
   “We’re not dating.  We just spend time together.”
 
   “A lot of time.”
 
   “Are you jealous?”
 
   “What?  No!”
 
   “If you and Robin are having problems—”
 
   “We’re not.  Everything’s fine.”
 
   “You don’t sound very sure.  Is something wrong with you two?”
 
   “God, Mom, stop it.  I don’t want to have this conversation with you.”
 
   “I’m only trying to help.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   Robin and I aren’t having any problems.  We haven’t argued in months—mostly because we don’t see each other.  Those few times when we can get away, we spend most of our time in bed.  I really don’t want to talk to Mom about any of that.
 
   The intercom comes on.  “General, we’re getting word from the police.  There’s trouble in Atomic City.”
 
   “What kind of trouble?”
 
   “Garlak is on a rampage.”
 
   *** 
 
   I never wanted to be Nick Fury.  I was content being a part-time sidekick and full-time student.  Then the impostor Midnight Spectre used the alien weapon to turn everyone into women while those like Mom who were already women got younger.  A side effect of the weapon is that it turned most everyone into docile sheeple, except for the supervillains.  Once they realized this, the villains began taking over the world.
 
   The impostor Robin had already gotten rid of Robin and Starla and she soon made the Velocity Gals disappear as well.  Suddenly the sidekick was the only one left to fight evil.  So what could I do?  I enlisted some supervillains and made them into a team—the Super Squad Auxiliary—to retake the world.
 
   Once you’ve shown up on TV as the head of a superhero group, it’s hard to go back to being a sidekick.  Especially not after you’ve become an advisor to most of the world’s leaders.  There was a time around when Omega showed up that I was pretty much ruler of the world.  I could have made the president of the United States or the prime minister of Great Britain do my bidding.
 
   After Omega was destroyed, the world was in an even bigger shambles than before.  The intelligence community was in complete disarray along with everything else.  And here I was with a highly-trained team and all these new relationships with world leaders.
 
   So GAIA was born.  The Global Autonomous Intelligence Agency.  A tortured acronym, but it was the best I could think of, something to symbolize world unity.  Since we couldn’t be seen as being sponsored by the United States or any other single nation, we were brought in under the auspices of the United Nations.
 
   Thanks to that instead of complaining about me wearing a slinky black catsuit, now Mom can complain about me wearing a powder blue-and-white suit with a cape and a saucy blue beret.  I hate the color scheme and the cape, but like the agency’s name it symbolizes world unity.
 
   I would have picked a better name than “General Gaia” but I suppose it was only natural for the press—notably Starla’s friend Kate King—to shorten “General Melanie Amis of GAIA” down to General Gaia.  It’s one of the many compromises I’ve had to make along the way, like allowing Mom to be my secretary.  That compromise was as much to save money in our meager budget as it was to give Mom something to do.
 
   Despite that I had all these relationships with world leaders, most didn’t want to give me much in the way of funding.  We’ve had to run the whole thing on a shoestring budget, starting with hiring Diane and Garlak as my field agents and Mom as my secretary and housing us in a rundown basement office.
 
   In six months we’ve had a few successes to show the world we’re no joke.  It’s not usually as big as the Super Squad’s operations.  We’re taking care of the more normal threats:  terrorists, drug dealers, and the like.  We leave the supervillains to the Squad for the most part.
 
   Diane and I take on most of the operations ourselves.  When we think more muscle will be needed, then we call in Garlak.  A nearly seven-foot Neanderthal at full rage can put the fear of God into just about anyone.
 
   Except now Garlak is putting the fear of God into the good people of Atomic City.  The news copters are following her swath of destruction through downtown.  If Starla were around it would be easy enough to put a stop to it, but she’s off-planet right now, so it’s up to the rest of us.  Before the Squad or Diane can get involved, I want to take a crack at solving this peacefully.  Putting Garlak on this unit was my decision, so it’s my responsibility to fix it.
 
   Mom puts a hand on my shoulder.  “Be careful, sweetheart.  That thing isn’t very nice on a good day.” 
 
   “Garlak isn’t a thing.  She’s a human—or close enough to one.”
 
   “It’s still going to be very dangerous.  I don’t want you getting hurt.”
 
   “I know, Mom.”
 
   Then I jump out of the helicopter.  I wish the cape could help me glide like Batman does in the movies, but it’s ornamental.  Instead I have to rely on a mini-glider, something Tonya cooked up.  It’s like a hang-glider, except it folds up to the size of a normal parachute.
 
   The winds in Atomic City are favorable enough that I can swoop through downtown to follow Garlak’s path of destruction.  Cars are overturned, newspaper and mailboxes are scattered like dice, and smashed hydrants are spraying water like geysers.  Even from a hundred feet overhead I can hear Garlak’s bellowing.
 
   There’s a ring of police cars up ahead, their sirens flashing.  I press a button to activate the rockets on the glider.  They’re only good for a burst of twenty seconds or so; anything more would have been too heavy for the glider.
 
   The rockets are enough to let me get ahead of Garlak.  I come down roughly among the ring of police cars.  Even before I’ve slipped out of the glider, I hear the click of safeties being taken off.  “Hands up!” someone shouts.
 
   I put my hands up as I get to my feet.  “Who the hell are you supposed to be, kid?”
 
   “I’m General Gaia,” I say.  
 
   “Oh, right, that hippie spy agency,” one of the cops say.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   “That’s my agent out there.  I want you to stand down so I can try to bring her in.”
 
   “Stand down?  That crazy bitch is tearing the city apart!  All I’m going to do is put a bullet through her brain.”
 
   “Please, if you’ll just let me talk to her—”
 
   “No dice, kid.”
 
   “Fine,” I say.  I don’t have any more time to negotiate with them.  So I grab the nearest cop’s hand and twist it behind him.  Despite a little lag from the cape, I’m as quick as when I was the Outcast.  Using Robin’s training—with a little added instruction from Diane—I take down a half-dozen cops in thirty seconds.  I leave them to writhe on the ground while I go to confront Garlak.
 
   The cavewoman’s roar gets louder the closer she gets.  I do about the dumbest thing possible:  I plant myself in the center of the sidewalk, directly in her path.  There’s a good chance she’ll run over me like a bull in Pamplona, but it’s all I can think to do without trying to hurt her.  I don’t know what has happened to her, whether someone’s using mind control or if she’s had a psychotic break, but I have to believe there’s still a way to end this peacefully.
 
   It’s harder to remain still the closer she gets to me.  Unlike in Jurassic Park, remaining still isn’t going to hide me from her.  If anything this will only make her angrier, like I’m issuing a challenge to her.
 
   Garlak stops about six inches from me.  She glares at me and then roars like a wild animal.  When I still don’t move, she shouts, “Go away!”
 
   “Garlak, please, whatever is going on, let me help.”
 
   “Go away!”  She brings her hand back to slap me, but then she doubles over and cries out with pain.
 
   It’s probably a bad idea, but I hurry over to her side and take her hand.  “What’s wrong?  Did someone hurt you?”
 
   She shakes her head.  She pushes me away to land ungracefully in the gutter.  I get to my feet as she struggles to do the same.  Garlak breathes hard, her nostrils flaring like a bull’s before it charges.  She lets out another roar as she gets to her feet.
 
   From my perspective in the gutter I notice what I should have months ago.  Garlak has never been all that trim, but now she’s positively fat with a belly hanging over her cheetah-print shorts.  When she grabs her stomach again, I finally understand.  She’s not fat:  she’s pregnant.
 
   “Garlak, listen to me.  I’m your friend.  You remember all we’ve been through together?  I need you to trust me again.  I can help you make the pain go away.”
 
   “You lie!”
 
   “No.  Please, listen to me.  We have to get you to a hospital.  Those pains you’re feeling, they aren’t because anyone hurt you.  You’re going to have a baby.”
 
   “Baby?”
 
   “Yes.  There’s a little Garlak in your tummy.  She’s trying to get out.”
 
   “Baby hurt me?”
 
   “Not on purpose.  It’s perfectly normal.”
 
   “Me not like baby!”  She raises her hand to punch herself in the stomach.  I’m not sure if that will have any impact on her baby or not.
 
   “Garlak, no!  You’re only going to hurt yourself with that.  Let me get you to a hospital.  The doctors can take the baby out.  They can make the pain go away.”
 
   “Not like hospital.”
 
   “I don’t either, but I promise everything will be fine.  I’ll be there the whole time.  I’ll call Diane and Tonya.  We’ll all be there with you.  Please?”
 
   Garlak is still mulling it over when she screams with pain again.  “Hate baby!” she roars and is ready to punch herself again.
 
   “You shouldn’t hate her.  This is what you wanted!”
 
   “Me not want hurt.”
 
   “I know, but you wanted to rebuild your tribe.  This is how it has to happen.  I wish it could be easier, but it can’t.  So, please, come with me.  I’ll get you to the hospital and your tribe will have a new member.”
 
   Garlak thinks it over.  If she refuses, then things aren’t going to turn out well for her or the baby.  Then she probably won’t have a tribe at all.  Finally she says, “Me go.  If you lie, me kill you.”
 
   “I wouldn’t expect anything less.”
 
   *** 
 
   No one at the hospital is quite sure how to care for a Neanderthal in labor.  The first table they try to put her on is too small, so they have to find a larger one.  During this Garlak threatens to run amok with every contraction.  From the timing of these, she’s very close to giving birth.
 
   The first Neanderthal born in decades.  It’ll make a good story; Kate King is already in the waiting room.  She has promised not to barge in until after the birth, as much for her safety as for etiquette.  Diane is in the waiting room to keep an eye on her just in case and Tonya should be here shortly from Detroit.
 
   I have the unlucky job of holding Garlak’s hand throughout all this.  With every contraction she squeezes my hand almost hard enough to shatter it into tiny pieces.  The doctors have no idea what dosage of painkillers she would need, so we have to do this the natural way.  All the nurses can think to do is mop Garlak’s forehead periodically.
 
   “It’s going to be all right,” I tell her over and over again.  “In a few minutes you’re going to be a mother.”
 
   “Mother?”
 
   “That’s right.  You’ll get to take care of her and watch her grow up.  Maybe she’ll become a superhero like you.”
 
   Garlak only snuffles at this.  Then another contraction comes along.  This time the doctor says, “I can see a head.  Tell your friend to push as hard as she can.”
 
   “Me push,” Garlak says.  She lets out a mighty roar to accompany her push.  Not long after this there’s the plaintive cry of a baby.
 
   The doctor holds up a baby big enough to split most ordinary women in half.  “It’s a girl,” he announces.
 
   “You hear that?  You have a daughter.”
 
   The doctor passes the baby to me.  It’s easy to see Garlak in the wide nose and protruding forehead.  This girl is definitely a Neanderthal.  I pass her to her mother, who takes her as if the baby is a live grenade.  The baby stops crying.
 
   “Baby dead?” Garlak asks.
 
   “No, of course not,” I say.  “She’s glad to be with her mom.”
 
   Garlak doesn’t believe me; she pokes the baby’s stomach to make sure.  The baby cries out again, until Garlak presses her close.  “Me mother,” she says.
 
   “That’s right.  You’re a mother now.”
 
   Garlak roars and puts a hand to her stomach.  Her baby begins to cry again.  “Doctor!” a nurse calls out.  She gestures at Garlak’s spread legs.
 
   “Uh-oh, looks like we have a straggler,” he says.
 
   “What you mean?” 
 
   “He means you’re going to have two babies.  Twins.”
 
   “Twins?”
 
   “That’s right.  We’re going to need you to push real hard again.  Can you do that?”
 
   “Yes.”  There’s another roar as she bears down.  The second baby slides out of her; I turn away until I hear it cry out.
 
   “It’s a boy,” the doctor announces.
 
   “Boy?”
 
   “You have a son.  A son and a daughter.”  When the doctor passes the swaddled baby to me, I almost expect the boy will already have a beard.  But he looks pretty much like his sister, at least in the face.
 
   Once the placenta comes out, we can be sure there’s only going to be twins.  Still, two babies means Garlak’s tribe has tripled in size.  I run a hand through her sweaty hair and smile.  “You did good.”
 
   “Me good.”  Garlak nods sleepily to her two charges.  “Babies good.”
 
   “They are very good.  And they’re only going to get better from here.”
 
   There’s a minor ruckus when the nurses have to take Garlak’s babies from her to take down to the nursery.  It’s good she’s too exhausted to put up much of a fight.  She screams impotently before I’m able to calm her down.  Then she falls into a well-deserved slumber.
 
   The waiting room is full.  Someone must have Tweeted or posted the news on Facebook.  I doubt Kate King would have risked losing her exclusive.  Microphones and tape recorders are shoved in my face.  I push my way through them to the back of the room.  Mom’s sitting in the back row of chairs along with Tonya and Diane.  I throw my arms around Mom to hug her in a way I haven’t since I was a little boy.
 
   “What’s this all about?” she asks.
 
   “I love you, that’s all.”
 
   “I love you too, sweetheart.”
 
   I’d like to stay there with Mom for a long time, but with a sigh I have to turn back to the reporters.  There’s still a world that needs saving, a world with two more innocents who need me.
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