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Chapter 1



I came very close to frying another super on Friday night.



The incident occurred in the teen lounge area of Alpha League Headquarters – a break room for members of the League’s teen affiliate that housed, among other things, dart boards, video game consoles, and a billiards table. Bearing all that in mind, it wasn’t difficult to understand why the lounge was a popular hangout spot for me and my peers. That said, I had only been there once or twice in the past month or so – in essence, since my boyfriend Jim had left the planet.



Jim’s maternal grandmother was an alien princess. That, in turn, meant that Jim himself was royalty, and he had been summoned to his grandmother’s homeworld by royal edict. As I understood it, the order to return “home” was not one that could be disobeyed. And so – after a heartfelt goodbye – Jim had left, without a firm idea of when he would return.



Since then, I had basically avoided not just the lounge but a fair number of social events and gatherings. It wasn’t that I was desperately missing my boyfriend and so melancholy without him that I couldn’t function. (I mean, I did miss him, but not to that extent.) In truth, I simply found fending off the questions about Jim to be exhausting.



Basically, while people had taken note of Jim’s absence, few people – particularly in our peer group – knew where he’d gone or the true reason for it. As the girlfriend of Kid Sensation (as Jim was widely known), everyone had initially taken to asking me about his whereabouts: what he was doing, when he’d return, and so on. After dealing with this once or twice, I decided to simply limit my social interactions until curiosity on the subject diminished in general. Thus, other than occasionally hanging with a few close friends (who already knew what was up with Jim), I had become far less extroverted of late.



It was actually kind of a good thing. Fewer social obligations meant more time that I could devote to matters that I had not exactly neglected, but had taken a slightly lax attitude towards. So I got caught up on my reading. I tackled some chores that I’d been procrastinating on. I even studied ahead with respect to my classwork.



More than anything else, however, I stepped up my League training regimen, devoting more hours to practicing the use of my powers, exercise drills, physical conditioning, analyzing threat scenarios, and more. All of which would have dismayed Jim had he known, because he already considers me to be intense on that front. (He thinks I have a chip on my shoulder because I’m a girl, and he’s right to a certain extent. I don’t want people taking me less seriously as a super just because I’m female.)



I probably would have gone on indefinitely in that manner, minimizing my level of social engagement, had not someone pointed out to me that Vestibule had been popping up regularly to inquire about Jim. Upon hearing the news, I had instinctively balled my hands into fists and begun grinding my teeth.



Vestibule was a teleporter – a power that she had in common with Jim. She was also a member of the teen affiliate of the A-List Supers, a team of capes based on the West Coast who generally ranked second only to the Alpha League in terms of power and prestige. In addition, she also had a thriving career as a fashion model. All in all, she seemed to have the world on a string, but had recently set her sights on something she most definitely could not have: my boyfriend.



It was Smokescreen – Jim’s best friend – who had told me about Vestibule’s recent visits.



“She’s been coming by the past couple of weekends,” Smokey had said a few days earlier. “Popping up in the lounge on Friday or Saturday and asking if Jim’s been around.”



That had been enough to set me on edge. As a result, I had spent the rest of the week in something of a funk and made it my business to be on hand when Friday rolled around.



On the day in question, it was all I could do not to race to the teen lounge immediately after school. Instead, I forced myself to first run some errands that Esper, my primary guardian, had requested. As a result, I didn’t get to the lounge until around six in the evening. I immediately parked my butt on a couch that sat against a far wall, giving me a good view of most of the room, which was slowly starting to fill with people.



Smokey showed up about an hour after I did. We hadn’t discussed hanging out, but – perhaps sensing that I was planning to confront Vestibule – he was putting in an appearance when he probably should have been on a date with his girlfriend, Sarah. A few minutes later, we were joined by another friend, Li.



We made small talk for a few moments, discussing the latest episode of a popular television show, and then Li – in customary fashion – pointed out the elephant in the room.



“Is this a wise course of action?” he asked out of the blue. “Choosing to confront Vestibule?”



Smokey rolled his eyes in exasperation and groaned. “I could have sworn I said to be subtle.”



Li’s brow crinkled for a moment. “You said to engage Electra in idle chatter, and then we should try to discern her intentions towards Vestibule.”



“Yes, but I meant that we should gently segue into that conversation,” Smokey replied, “not hit her over the head with it like a blunt instrument.”



“My apologies,” Li said, lowering his eyes.



“It’s alright,” Smokey said reassuringly. “I should have realized that you might take me literally.”



What Smokey was alluding to was a fact that was not immediately evident at first blush: Li was an android. Consequently, although he looked human, he had certain traits and characteristics that didn’t always suit the norm (such as occasionally taking things that were said in a non-figurative manner).



“So what is this?” I asked, glancing from one of them to the other. “Some sort of intervention?”



“Not exactly,” Smokey said. “But you have to admit that you’ve been known to lose it on occasion.”



“Not in a while,” I clarified. There was a time when losing my temper meant an indoor lightning storm, but that was when I was much younger. More recently, however, I hadn’t so much as ionized the air unintentionally, and I stressed that fact to my friends.



“True,” Smokey agreed, “but when’s the last time you were really mad at someone?”



“More to the point,” Li interjected before I could answer, “would it have been before or after the incident at the Academy?”



I frowned, understanding what Li was getting at. The Academy had been a special school meant to train fledgling superheroes in the use of their powers. While there the previous fall, almost all of the students – including me – had become infected with a deadly virus. Most of us survived, but in the vast majority of cases, the virus had seriously amped up our powers. (And on a side note, the Academy itself had been destroyed.)



Take Smokey, for instance. Prior to being infected, he had only been able to create smoke. Afterwards, he was actually able to take on vaporous form.



My abilities had been magnified as well, and it was pretty clear that was the focus of my friends’ questions.



“If you’re asking whether my powers have grown beyond my ability to control,” I said, “the answer is that I’ve had no more problem controlling them now than I did before they were amplified.”



Smokey gave me a skeptical glance. “Even when you’re mad?”



I let out an exasperated sigh. “Look, I’m not here to get into a fight with Vestibule. I only want to talk to her.”



“Limiting your interaction with her to simple discourse would indeed be ideal,” Li chimed in.



“Yeah,” Smokey agreed. “The last thing we need is some beef with those guys on the West Coast.”



“Beef? West Coast?” I repeated quizzically. “Why are you talking like we’re a couple of gangster rappers?”



“I’m just saying that we’ve been getting along well with the A-List Supers of late,” Smokey stated. “There’s usually just a friendly rivalry between our team and theirs, but every now and then something happens which escalates that rivalry into conflict. I don’t want some face-off between you and Vestibule to be that thing.”



“It won’t be,” I assured him, “but if you’re so worried about it, you guys are welcome to stick around.”



“Maybe we will,” Smokey replied. “Just to keep you grounded.”



“Funny,” I said sarcastically. “You’re a real comedian.”



Smokey just smiled and gave me a wink, then sat back on the couch. “You know, there’s no guarantee that she’s going to show up tonight.”



“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m patient.”



“So how long are you planning to hold this vigil?”



“Let’s just say that I didn’t pick this particular couch at random,” I answered. “It happens to be a sofa-bed.”



*****



As it turned out, it didn’t take all night – just another thirty minutes. Roughly half an hour later, Vestibule appeared, simply popping up out of the blue as teleporters are wont to do.



I didn’t see her immediately. There were about thirty people in the room at the time and – despite being in an advantageous spot – the number of bodies present (and the fact that I was seated) meant that I couldn’t observe every single thing that happened.



The first indication that I had of her presence was a sort of collective silence that seemed to envelope a large number of people in the room, followed by a fair amount of head-turning. I leaned slightly to the side to see around a couple standing nearby, and that’s when I saw her.



She was wearing a black bodycon dress that looked tight enough to crack a few ribs. Her eyebrows were neatly arched and she was sporting long, luxurious lashes. She had on a glossy shade of jet-black lipstick and had her hair done up in an intricate fashion. All in all, I had to admit that she was strikingly glamourous and looked every bit the fashion model that she was.



As if in confirmation, I heard a muted “Wow” come from Smokey. I punched him in the arm to remind him of whose side he was supposed to be on.



“Oww!” he yelped, rubbing the spot where I’d hit him. “What was that for?”



“A, it’s for Sarah, since she isn’t here to do it herself,” I replied softly. At the mention of his girlfriend, a more somber expression came across Smokey’s face. “And B, it’s to remind you to root for the home team.”



“As if I could forget,” he mumbled, still rubbing his arm.



The sound of footsteps clumping across the floor drew my attention. Vestibule, in high-heeled black sandals (designer, of course), was making a beeline for Smokey, whom she already knew to be Jim’s best friend. (Apparently our chatter had drawn her attention, although I seriously doubted she’d have been able to understand anything we’d said.) As she walked, she sashayed confidently, like she was strutting down a runway. (And, given her appearance, it was quite likely that she had just come from a photo shoot in some exotic locale.)



When she was just a few feet away, I stood up and stepped into her path. Vestibule was so surprised that she almost skidded to a halt. Apparently, she’d been so focused on Smokey that she hadn’t really noticed who was sitting beside him.



“Oh,” she said, clearly surprised. “It’s you.”



I didn’t waste time pondering the implications of what that meant. (Presumably it was something she hadn’t meant to say out loud.) Instead, I cut straight to the chase. “If you’re here about Jim, he’s unavailable. He’s basically on assignment. We can’t reach him, and we don’t know when he’ll be back.”



Vestibule crossed her arms and gave me a skeptical look. “So I’ve heard. But it would have been nice if he’d told me himself.”



“Were you even listening to what I just said? He’s incommunicado – none of us can reach him.”



“Is that a fact?” Vestibule asked, her voice full of disbelief.



My eyes narrowed. “What are you implying?”



“Kid Sensation is a shapeshifter. He could be anybody in this room.” She then briefly scanned the crowd, most of whom had seemingly attempted to go back to what they had been doing before Vestibule appeared while trying to listen in inconspicuously.



“Ha!” I guffawed. “You think Jim would stoop that low – to trying to trick you? He’s not like that. He doesn’t have a duplicitous bone in his body, and if you knew anything about him at all, you’d realize that.”



“All I know is that your boyfriend owes me a date.”



“An outing,” I corrected.



“What?”



“It’s not a date,” I emphasized. “It’s an outing, at best.”



Vestibule waved her hand dismissively. “Whatever. But just in case he’s simply avoiding me, I thought he’d like a good look at what he’s missing.” She leaned to the side, sticking one hip out provocatively, at the same time rubbing a hand enticingly against the nape of her neck.



Now I understood her game. She didn’t just happen to show up tonight looking seductively beautiful; it was intentional. Now I felt my temperature starting to rise.



“Look, Jim – whenever he gets back – won’t be taking you on an outing by choice,” I said insistently. “You forced his hand.”



It was true. Shortly before Jim left, we’d been faced with a crisis that threatened the entire planet. We’d needed Vestibule’s help to save the world, but it hadn’t come for free. The price of her assistance had been a “date” with my boyfriend (although I still refused to label it with that term verbally). Jim had been called away to his grandmother’s homeworld before fulfilling that commitment, but Vestibule obviously didn’t know any of that and I had no intention of enlightening her.



“Moreover,” I went on, “it wasn’t even Jim who made that deal with you. It was Smokey.” I tilted my head in Smokey’s direction, who seemed surprised at being sucked into the conversation. “If anyone owes you a date, it’s him, not Jim.”



For a moment, Smokey looked as though he wanted to say something. He had indeed been the person who had recruited Vestibule’s help, and he’d acquiesced when she’d demanded a date with Jim. However, he apparently thought better of the notion of speaking up and instead stayed silent.



Vestibule gave me a smoldering look. “Do you understand the concept of agency?”



I shook my head, confused. “What?”



“An agent is someone authorized to act or speak for another. For instance, I have an agent who finds modeling gigs for me.”



“What does that have to do with anything?”



“Being able to book assignments for me means that my agent has the authority to act and speak for me. Likewise, when Smokey called and asked for my help with that little emergency, he did it at Jim’s request. He was acting on behalf of Jim. So as far as I’m concerned, he spoke with your boyfriend’s voice, and had the power to bind him.”



I couldn’t believe it. This painted Jezebel was trying to use legalese to justify her position!



“Look,” I almost hissed, “regardless of agency, binding authority, and any other legal crap, you took advantage of the situation.”



“I admit it, but I also admit that I’m a professional. If your boyfriend had turned me down, do you know what I would have done? The exact same thing. I still would have helped out with that crisis. And if he’s as astute as I’ve heard, then he knows that.”



I clenched my fist and struggled to keep my voice calm and even. “What are you trying to say? That Jim wants to go out with you?”



She smiled. “The way I heard it, you’re his first real girlfriend. That being the case, I’m sure he’s” – she seemed to spend a few seconds hunting for the right word – “grateful to you for broadening his horizons. And that gratitude probably expresses itself in the form of loyalty – even though, in all honesty, he’d probably prefer to move on. Especially after he’s gotten a taste of what else is out there.”



Vestibule puckered her lips slightly, almost as though she was giving an imaginary friend a kiss. Coupled with what she’d just said, it was a blatant reference to the fact that – back during the crisis – she had unexpectedly given Jim a kiss (allegedly for luck). I had worked hard to put the incident (and the imagery) out of my mind, but now it all came roaring back, accompanied by the furious emotional tempest I had felt when it had initially happened.



“Going on a date with me,” Vestibule went on, a smug expression on her face, “is probably just a way for him to see exactly how green the grass is on the other side.”



To my credit, I kept my face passive. I think I may even have smiled. Inside, however, I was seething at what she had just suggested.



Within my still-clenched fist, I started building an electrical charge. Within seconds, I had constructed a white-hot ball of electricity about the size of an acorn, but packing enough juice to jump-start a car. Vestibule was on the verge of getting the shock of her life. Literally.



Fortunately (and surprisingly), common sense prevailed over mounting rage. As satisfying as the thought of roasting Vestibule was, I realized that it would have ranked in the neighborhood of cruel and unusual punishment. Thus, rather than light her up like a Christmas tree, I instead reabsorbed the vast majority of the charge. I then lifted my hand and discharged the remainder into the air above my head, creating a small sound-and-light show as the release of electricity resulted in a bright flash, accompanied by an impressive crackle.



The entire time, I never took my eyes off Vestibule, who jumped with a start at this display of my powers. (Apparently she didn’t have a firm appreciation of what an electrophorus individual – someone who can create electricity, among other things – can do.) She gave me a wide-eyed, deer-in-headlights look as she realized what could have happened, and then she was gone – teleported back home, I assumed.



I smiled, proudly thinking of how that smug little expression had disappeared from her face almost as fast as Vestibule herself had vanished from the room. The feeling of satisfaction, however, was short-lived, as a voiced I’d heard many times, both audibly and mentally, suddenly boomed in my head angrily:



<ALEXIS MINERVA PEALE! WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU’RE DOING?!>










Chapter 2



Esper was generally considered the most powerful telepath on the planet and was also the closest thing I had to a mom. Being an orphan, I had been adopted and raised with the entire Alpha League as my legal guardians. The situation was clearly unusual, but seeing as how I was allegedly displaying superpowers from the moment I was discovered as an infant, it seemed like the best possible fit. Still, while the entire League had responsibility for my welfare, it was only natural that one or two of them would come to the fore in terms of being parental figures.



On the paternal side, it was mostly Alpha Prime. One might assume that I fixated on him because – as the world’s greatest superhero – viewing him as a father figure was only natural. The truth, however, was that he was already raising his son Paramount as a single parent, so taking on that role with me was practically second nature to him.



The result, of course, was that Paramount and I had essentially grown up like brother and sister, which had made his eventual fall – he’d cracked under the pressure of living up to his father’s name – that much more difficult to bear. (Thankfully, Paramount had done much to redeem himself recently.) However, my relationship with Alpha Prime had taken something of an awkward turn of late after I found out that my boyfriend Jim was also his son. It was a situation that, in some ways, we were still trying to work the kinks out of.



On the maternal side of the equation, there was – as already noted – Esper. Although not really old enough to be my mother, she took the role seriously, and from day one was primarily the person who did everything for me, from arranging playdates to planning birthday parties to talking me through puberty. Moreover, she had always been fiercely protective of me, although you wouldn’t know it from the way she had mentally screeched at me in the teen lounge. (Apparently Esper had shown up, looking for me, and witnessed the end of my conversation with Vestibule.) Unhappy with what she had seen, Esper had told me in no uncertain terms that we were going home to have a talk.



“Home” for me was a little bit of an ambiguous term. I had spent much of my early years actually residing at League Headquarters, which had a generous amount of space designated as living quarters. In fact, since members of the League’s teen affiliate occasionally had to stay in-residence at HQ for training purposes, I actually had my own room on the premises. In short, for a couple of years now, I’d been able to enjoy having my own space.



That said, due to an attack on the League the previous summer, HQ had had to undergo extensive reconstruction, with the result being that my quarters there were unavailable until very recently. During the interim, I’d mostly been staying with Esper at a home she owned out in the ’burbs – a modest, two-story house in a quiet neighborhood. Most of my friends, including my boyfriend Jim, assumed that I had only started staying there after the attack on HQ, but in truth I’d spent lots of time there while I was growing up. It was one of the places Esper retreated to with me whenever she wanted me to have a taste of “normal” life, and it was here that we headed after my encounter with Vestibule.



As I pulled into the driveway, I absentmindedly hit the remote for the two-car garage, thinking furiously about what I would say to Esper after we got inside. Being a telepath, she wasn’t really someone you could lie to (not that I had planned to do so). With her, it was really going to come down to the spin I could put on the situation.



Once the door was up, I drove inside. Esper, who had followed me from League HQ in her own car, pulled in next to me. Hers was a foreign model – a luxury brand, but not overly expensive. Mine was a used domestic vehicle, probably mid-range on the scale in terms of both cost and appeal.



Although I’d had my license for a while now, the car was a recent gift – something I’d received only within the past few weeks. Upon being given the keys, I had immediately recognized the vehicle for what it was: something to take my mind off Jim’s absence. Nevertheless, despite being something of a bribe, I had happily accepted it.



I hit the remote and then got out of my car as the garage door was descending. I then headed inside, not looking forward to the conversation that was about to unfold.



One would think that, being a telepath, Esper would have opened a dialogue while we were driving. She had nixed that idea, however; it was winter, and she wanted me focused on the road, which was icy in spots. Trying to have a mental conversation under those circumstances was the telepathic equivalent of texting while driving as far as Esper was concerned. And so the talk we were supposed to have had been put on hold until we got home. Once we crossed the threshold, however, Esper’s finger immediately came off the “pause” button.



“What exactly were you trying to prove with that little stunt?” she asked, without preamble. She was clearly upset with me, as evidenced by the fact that she had telepathically shouted my entire name earlier.



“I wasn’t trying to prove anything,” I countered. “Vestibule basically claimed that Jim was only staying with me out of loyalty.”



“And you hurling a lightning bolt into the air was supposed to do what – prove her a liar?”



I didn’t really have a ready response to that, so I just lowered my eyes before softly mumbling, “It wasn’t lightning.”



“Excuse me?”



“I said it wasn’t lightning. It was just a little electrical discharge.”



Esper cocked her head to the side. “Really? You’re going to argue semantics with me?”



“I’m just trying to keep the facts from getting exaggerated.”



“Regardless, you can’t go around threatening to fry people because they say things you don’t like.”



“I didn’t threaten anyone.”



“There was an implied threat in what you did.”



“No, what I did was release frustration so that I wouldn’t have to make a threat.”



“However you characterize it, do you realize that you were about to get into a tussle over a boy?”



“Jim’s not just some boy,” I rumbled, almost in anger.



She sighed and put a sympathetic hand on my shoulder. “I know that, honey. So don’t you think that means he’s smart enough to avoid a honey trap like Vestibule?”



“Not really. He’s kind of an idiot when it comes to women.”



Esper laughed. “I forgot. He’s never really had a girlfriend before.”



I snickered softly. “And he may not have one for much longer if wrangling with vamps like Vestibule is part of the deal.”



Esper laughed again. “You can handle Vestibule – without sending ten thousand volts through her.”



“Yeah,” I agreed, “but it sure would be a lot more fun.”



Apparently convinced that I wasn’t likely to turn anyone into a human light bulb, Esper changed the subject, but stuck to a somewhat somber topic: proper car of my car.



Basically, if I was going to be driving, she wanted me to understand that there was more to automobile maintenance than just putting gas in the tank. Therefore, she’d had me practically memorize the entire owner’s manual, and had started quizzing me on it about once per week. As a result, I could now quote the manufacturer’s recommended interval for having the oil changed, having a radiator flush-and-fill, and so on. And just to make sure I was taking ownership seriously, I even had to pay my own insurance. (Thankfully, I have a trust fund that I’m allowed to dip into for that purpose.)



“In case you forgot,” I said, as Esper finished testing my knowledge on getting tune-ups, “they made us take auto mechanics during the previous school year at the Academy.” (Apparently it looks shabby when a cape’s super-duper-mobile breaks down and he has to call a tow truck because he doesn’t know anything about what’s under the hood.)



“I haven’t forgotten,” she replied. “How can I, when you remind me every week when we have this discussion?”



“Which begs the question of why we have to do this in the first place. I mean, I aced the class, and I’ve passed all of your little pop quizzes. Can’t we call a truce or something?”



She seemed to ponder this for a moment. “Alright, how about this: a moratorium on any further examination by me – unless and until the car breaks down.”



I frowned, thinking. “I’d say that the quizzing should only resume if the breakdown is the result of driver neglect rather than ordinary wear and tear.”



One corner of Esper’s mouth slid up into a smile. “Deal,” she said, and we shook on it.



Afterwards – since it appeared that we were both going to be in for the evening – we decided to watch a movie. Esper had been on call quite a bit recently, so it was nice to have her home for a minute and be able to hang out. (Like me, Esper didn’t have any relatives – at least none that I knew of – so we both enjoyed the occasions when we got to spend “family time” together.)



As to the movie, we both have a thing for bad horror films. Atrocious acting, horrible special effects, rubber-suited monsters… The worse they are, the more we like them – mostly so we can laugh at how terrible they are. (Esper freely admits that my affection for the genre clearly came from her.) Thus, we ended up settling on a world-class B movie about a basilisk wreaking havoc in a major metropolitan city.



While Esper started setting things up for the movie (including tossing a bag of popcorn in the microwave), I ran upstairs to take a quick shower. Ten minutes later, I dashed back down to the family room, expecting to see a bowl of popcorn on the coffee table and Esper ready to hit the “Play” button on the remote; neither, however, was in position.



Confused, I went into the kitchen to see what was holding things up. Esper was there, as expected, but I stopped short when I saw her. She was wearing a black walker coat that was unbuttoned at the moment, and beneath it she sported the standard Alpha League black-and-gold uniform. She was standing at the kitchen counter, going through the routine check of her League equipment (communicator and so forth).



She glanced at me and a sly grin crept onto her face. “I see you’re wearing your make-my-boyfriend-drool pajamas.”



I glanced down at what I was wearing: a pair of pink and gray pajama shorts and a matching cami with a large heart on it. I smiled as I reflected on what Esper was alluding to: an occasion a few months back when Jim had come by a little late to drop something off for Esper from Mouse, the head of the Alpha League. Without even thinking about how I was dressed, I had answered the door in my current attire, and his mouth had practically dropped open; from then until the moment he left, much to my happy surprise, Jim had barely been able to take his eyes off me. (In all modesty, it is a rather fetching outfit, but truth be told, I show more skin when I wear a bikini.)



“So,” I said, ignoring her comment on my nightwear, “I take it something’s come up.”



She nodded. “Yeah, some type of emergency. I don’t have all the details yet, but they’re sending a car for me, and we’re wheels up in about an hour.”



I simply nodded in understanding. This wasn’t anything new; this was actually routine: being one of the first responders to worldwide crises, global disasters, etc. This is what it meant to be a cape. That being the case (and the fact that this wasn’t uncommon), we really didn’t have to discuss anything, least of all the change in our plans.



As she finished checking her gear, Esper tilted her head slightly to the side, almost as if listening for something. I knew from experience that, telepathically, something had drawn her attention.



“My ride’s here,” she said. She began buttoning her coat as she left the kitchen and headed towards the front door, with me following in her wake.



“Popcorn’s in the microwave,” Esper stated as she turned to give me a hug. “I’ll call as soon as I can.”



She opened the door and stepped out into the wintry air. I stood there, crossing my arms against the cold, and watched as she walked down our driveway to the end of the street, where a dark SUV with tinted windows was parked. The rear passenger-side door opened as she drew close. She slid inside, the door closed, and then the vehicle sped away into the night.










Chapter 3



I slept in the next day, not getting out of bed until almost ten o’clock. Even then, it was the phone that woke me, and the only reason I answered was because there was a chance that it might be Esper (who still wasn’t back yet). However, it turned out to be my boyfriend Jim’s mother, Geneva.



“Are you awake, Sleeping Beauty?” she asked after I answered the phone.



“More or less,” I replied, stifling a yawn.



“Well, assuming it’s ‘more,’ how’d you like to grab brunch?”



“Uhm, sure.”



“You don’t have to sound so excited about it,” she said sarcastically.



I laughed. “Sorry. I guess I’m still sleepy.”



“Well, go powder your nose and pull yourself together. I’ll be there to pick you up in an hour.”



*****



Geneva picked me up right on time. (Odd how she’s habitually able to be punctual, but her son – who can teleport and has super speed – somehow manages to be late on a regular basis.) As was typical, she seemed bright and cheery as I climbed into the front seat next to her, at which point she greeted me with a hug.



Geneva was an absolutely gorgeous woman, with a naturally exotic beauty that most females could only hope to achieve through the conscientious application of cosmetics. This was, as I understood, the result of having an alien mother – a fact which was also allegedly responsible for her incredibly youthful, twenty-something appearance.



As to the relationship between me and Geneva, I’d be the first to admit that it was unusual. To an outsider, it probably appeared that I was trying to ingratiate myself with Jim’s mother in hopes of making my relationship with him stronger. In truth, however, Geneva and I simply had a natural affinity for each other that had manifested from the moment we’d met and had since grown into a pretty tight bond. Basically, we enjoyed each other’s company, and – as the child of two superheroes herself – she was one of the few people who could relate to much of what I’d gone through growing up.



Our brunch actually took place at a small café near a newly constructed mall. The place was under new management and had just started going after the brunch crowd, so much of the menu was experimental: fried egg pizza, sweet-potato oatmeal, grilled peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, and more. Settling on more traditional fare, I went for a cheese omelet and a cinnamon roll, while Geneva had the French toast and a bowl of fruit.



Afterwards, we went on a quick tour of the new mall. It was supposed to be strictly recon – a quick survey and assessment of the stores on the premises (for future reference) – but ended up turning into a small shopping spree. Most of the stores were having “Grand Opening” sales, so I ended up buying a designer blouse that was deeply discounted. Geneva, on the other hand, ended up with about two full bags of stuff. Oddly enough, however, none of the purchases were for herself.



“My dad hates shopping for clothes,” she explained. “He’ll wear a shirt until it’s threadbare and hanging off him in rags rather than go buy a new one, so a couple of times a year I go shopping for him.”



I nodded in understanding. For most of his life, my boyfriend Jim had lived with his mother and grandfather, and the three of them were particularly close. Hearing Geneva talk about shopping for her father was just a reminder of how devoted they were to each other, and momentarily made me wistful for that kind of familial bond.



I was still reflecting on those sentiments when we left the mall, and so wrapped up in my own thoughts that I didn’t notice until a short time later that we weren’t headed back to my house. Confused, I asked where we were going.



“My house,” she answered. “I figured you wouldn’t mind hanging out with me a little longer as opposed to going home and sitting around by yourself the rest of the day.”



I was about to comment that it was nice gesture on her part, then frowned as a thought occurred to me. I turned to her and asked, “How’d you know I’d be alone?”



Geneva gave me a quick, sideways glance and then turned her eyes back to the road before mumbling, “Hmmm?”



I crossed my arms and leaned back. “A moment ago, you mentioned something about me being home by myself. How’d you know I’d be alone?”



She didn’t answer immediately, and for a second I wondered if perhaps she’d read my mind. Not many people knew it, but Geneva was a powerful telepath in her own right, like her parents. However, since I’d begun dating Jim (who was also telepathic), I had put significantly more effort into bulking up my mental shields – something Esper had been on me about for quite some time. Bottom line, I was proficient enough in defensive measures that I was sure she hadn’t peeked into my brain. (Besides, I instinctively knew that Geneva wasn’t the type to do something like that.)



Having failed to receive a response, I was about to ask my question again when the answer hit me.



“Of course,” I said. “Esper. She asked you to check up on me.” The very idea that Esper felt I needed to be chaperoned like a little kid started making me feel heated.



“That’s not exactly what happened,” Geneva chimed in. “I had already planned to ask you to brunch, and I called her a few days ago to clear it with her. She is your guardian, after all.”



“So how do you go from that to knowing that I’d be home alone today?”



Geneva let out a deep breath. “Esper reached out to me last night, not to ask me to be your babysitter but to let me know that she would be” – she spent a moment searching for the right word – “indisposed, so there was no rush to get you back, assuming you don’t have homework or something.”



“No, I’m good,” I said, shaking my head. “As long as the invitation isn’t just because you think I’m sitting at home all sad and lonesome.”



She let out a chuckle. “If anything, the invitation is to keep me from sitting at home all sad and lonesome.”










Chapter 4



It was still early afternoon when we reached Geneva’s house, and a light snow had started to fall. Bundled up against the cold, I took one of her shopping bags as we got out of the car so that Geneva wouldn’t have to struggle with both of them while trying to unlock the front door.



Once inside, I was relieved to find the place nice and toasty. (Apparently Jim’s family didn’t believe in turning down the thermostat when they went out, a fact for which I was grateful at the moment.) We were in a tiled foyer, which led into a good-sized family room. Off to one side, I saw a set of French doors, which I knew to be the entrance to Geneva’s office/study. Directly across from the study was a tastefully decorated dining room where I had enjoyed a number of meals.



“Can I take your coat?” Geneva asked as she placed the bag she’d been carrying on the floor.



I nodded and – after setting down the bag I’d brought in – removed the hooded winter jacket I was wearing and handed it to her. As she went to hang up my jacket and her own, I picked up the two shopping bags.



“Where do you want these?” I asked.



“There’s a closet in my office,” she replied over her shoulder. “You can toss them in there for now.”



I strode towards her office, stepped inside, and – a little awkwardly – turned on the lights while still holding the shopping bags. Geneva made her living as a midlist author of superhero romances, and as I looked around the place, I felt her study reflected that. The most dominant feature of the room was a modest desk on which sat a computer monitor and keyboard, various notepads, and assorted pens and pencils. The wall behind the desk consisted of built-in, floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, each of which was stuffed with books. There were a couple of guest chairs in front of the desk, and a small, square table in one corner of the room. A wastebasket on the floor was nigh-overflowing with wadded-up sheets of paper – probably rejected story ideas.



A door in one of the side walls presumably constituted the closet I was looking for. I placed the bags I was carrying in one of the guest chairs and headed over to it. However, as I opened the door, I heard Geneva’s voice speak in my brain almost in a panic.



<No, wait! Don’t –>



My mind cut off the rest of what she was saying as I noticed what was in the closet. Sitting on top of a couple of old-fashioned steamer trunks was a large cardboard box. In it appeared to be a number of gift-wrapped items. One of the gifts on top had a sticker with a salutation on it. What had immediately grabbed my attention upon seeing the sticker was that the handwritten greeting on it was addressed to me and stated:



Happy Birthday, Electra.



The handwriting was Jim’s – I’d received enough notes from him since we’d started dating to recognize it anywhere.



Frowning, not caring about the impropriety of what I was doing, I picked up the box and turned, kicking the closet door shut with my leg just as Geneva came into the room. Almost ignoring her, I set the box on the edge of the desk and began removing the contents one by one.



There were other gifts in the box, with various salutations on them. Some said “Merry Christmas,” others said “Happy Valentine’s Day,” and so on. Geneva walked over next to me and stood there silently as I went through everything.



“What is all this?” I finally asked. “Did Jim actually get all this? Is he back?”



“No,” Geneva said, in a voice full of melancholy. “He’s not back. These are things he bought before he left.”



I shook my head, confused. “I don’t understand. My birthday is two months away. And Christmas? We exchanged Christmas gifts before we left. Why would he go get more? Why would he do this?”



“Because,” Geneva said, fighting back tears, “he didn’t know when he’d be back.”



“What?”



“He didn’t know when he’d be back,” she repeated, “but he wanted you to know how much he cares for you. So he bought you gifts for all the upcoming occasions.”



A tear ran down from her right eye, and as Geneva silently wiped it away, I realized the heartache she must be feeling. Her mother, an alien princess, had been summoned back to her homeworld when Geneva was just an infant and had never returned. Now her son had been forced to travel to that same distant planet, and she was faced with the prospect that he – like her mother – might never come back. And the fact that Jim had left future gifts for me made me suddenly realize how real (and possibly permanent) his absence truly was.



Feeling tears welling in my eyes, I stepped to Geneva and gave her a strong, heartfelt hug, which she returned in spades.



“It’s okay,” she said, patting my back. “I miss him, too.”



She took a step back, holding me at arm’s length with her hands on my shoulders. Ashamed of how thoughtless I’d been a few moments earlier – solely focused on how Jim’s actions affected me – I cast my eyes downward, unable to meet her gaze.



“Don’t worry,” she continued, lifting my chin and showering me with a smile. “This is Jim we’re talking about. He’ll be back.”



“Yeah, but when?” I asked, glancing at the stack of gifts. If they were any indication, Jim himself realized that he could be gone for quite a long time.



“If I know my son, he’ll be walking through that door any second.”



We were both silent for a moment, each of us plainly wishing for her statement to come true.



“Then again,” she went on as her prediction obviously failed to materialize, “that boy has a talent for being tardy.”










Chapter 5



I stayed at Geneva’s house about another two hours after the incident with the gifts. I had noticed as we put everything back in the closet that her normally cheerful outlook had quickly reasserted itself, which, in my opinion, showed her strength of character. Personally, I’d have a tough time keeping a sunny disposition if my only child had been ordered to travel to a distant, alien world without any indication of when or if he’d return. (It was tough enough that it was just my boyfriend who had gone off.) That said, Geneva clearly had faith in her child and was secure in her belief that he’d come back to her.



“Jim can take care of himself,” she’d said at one point. “And he’ll have my mother, who won’t let anything happen to him.”



I’d almost raised an eyebrow at that, but kept my opinion to myself. After she dropped me off at home, however, I couldn’t stop thinking about Geneva’s utter certainty and conviction regarding her family – particularly in regards to a mother that she hadn’t had contact with in decades. It made me wonder what my own mother had been like. Was she beautiful? Was she smart? Had she loved me?



Of course, it wasn’t the first time that I’d had these thoughts. In fact, these were questions that had a tendency to pop up on a regular basis – usually around my birthday, when I’d find myself spending more and more time dwelling on where I came from, who my parents were, and so on.



I’d asked those questions innumerable times over the years (almost from the time I could speak), but none of the Alpha League members had ever given me what could be deemed a satisfactory answer. Their responses, I realized as I got older, were evasive more than anything else. In short, I’d rarely gotten any worthwhile information about the subject from any of my guardians. Well, that was going to change now.



*****



Esper came home some time after midnight. I was asleep when she came in, but woke up to the sound of a clattering from the kitchen. Reaching out, I could sense that it was her from her bioelectric field. (I could not only sense when people were around that way, but also identify them.) I scrambled out of bed and went downstairs. I walked into the kitchen just as Esper was placing a bowl of leftover lasagna in the microwave. She looked tired; whatever the mission was she’d been on, it had clearly drained her.



“Sorry, if I woke you,” she said as she set the timer for one minute. “I was looking for a quick snack and dropped a bowl. Luckily, it didn’t break.”



“That’s okay,” I said. “I wanted to talk to you anyway.”



Esper raised an eyebrow. “Oh? What about?”



“I wanted to ask again about how the League found me. What you know about my background.”



A distasteful look took root on Esper’s face as she glanced towards the calendar that hung on the refrigerator. I knew what she was thinking: Is it that time of year again? Her birthday?



Satisfied that she hadn’t lost track of time, she turned back to me. “Why are you asking this?”



“The same reason I always ask – because I want to know.”



Esper made a sound of exasperation. “And it’s the same answer as always: the League found you under some rubble, in an area where a group of supervillains had set off some weird new weapon. They used it to kill a bunch of people – including, presumably, your parents – before we were able to stop them. You were lucky to survive, and the League took you in.”



“But why me?”



Esper frowned. “What do you mean?”



“Well, the Alpha League has saved thousands of orphans of all ages over the years. Why did you guys decide to adopt me when you’d never done anything like that before?”



Esper simply stared at me for a moment. This was roughly the point where the conversation would typically get shut down, and she did not disappoint.



“Why is this so important to you? Isn’t it enough that you have a home and people who love and care about you? Millions of kids would kill for that.”



“Yeah, and most of those kids probably have some idea of who they are…where they came from. I don’t even know when my real birthday is! I just have some random date picked based on how old you guys think I was when you found me!”



“This isn’t stuff you need to worry about right now. Plus, your records were sealed when the League became your guardians. You’ll be able to get access to that stuff when you reach the age of majority.”



“Ugh!” I howled in frustration. “You talk like there’s some giant ‘On/Off’ switch on my back that you’ll just be able to flip when I’m eighteen and suddenly I’ll be mature and able to handle things. Well, I’m sorry to tell you, it doesn’t work that way. Plus, what is there to unseal? Nobody knows anything about me anyway.”



Esper took a moment to massage her temples. “You asked why you – why’d we take you in. Fine, I’ll tell you.” She looked up at me. “Basically, the League needed some good PR. We’d just lost a promising young super, Vir, a number of high-profile missions had gone sideways, and the public was starting to sour on capes.”



“So I was just a public relations move.”



“Also, we needed something to keep us grounded, to remind us of what we were putting it all on the line for every day.”



I pondered this for a second. Although it really didn’t tell me much, this was more direct information than I’d ever gotten before.



“Well,” I said, deciding to push the envelope, “what about –”



“No, that’s it,” Esper said, cutting me off with a wave of her hand. “That’s enough.”



From experience, I knew that this was the end of the discussion, but decided that – this time – it wouldn’t be the end of my efforts to find out more about who I was. If I couldn’t get Esper to simply tell me, I’d just find out on my own. With that in mind, I gave her a curt “Goodnight” and went to bed.










Chapter 6



Babies come from somewhere.



That was my leadoff (if unoriginal) thought the next morning as I began earnestly looking into my own background. Esper was still asleep when I got up, so – following a quick breakfast of cereal and milk – I had hurried back to my bedroom, anxious to get started.



My room was fair-sized in my own opinion – about one hundred and fifty square feet in size. In addition to a standard bedroom set (consisting of a bed, dresser-and-mirror, and a nightstand), it also contained a bookcase roughly six feet in height and a student desk, on which sat my laptop and a printer.



Upon entering, I closed the door and went to my modest walk-in closet; reaching up, I pulled a small black lockbox from the shelf above the clothes rack. Tossing the lockbox onto my bed, I grabbed my keyring from the top of my dresser, where I’d tossed it the night before when getting ready for bed. A moment later, the lockbox was open.



Inside were a few of the typical things you might expect to find, including a small wad of cash with a rubber band around it, a few pieces of jewelry, some savings bonds I’d received years earlier as a birthday gift, and various important documents.



There was also a small, gift-wrapped box – my Christmas present from Jim. As I had mentioned to his mother, we had exchanged presents before he left, but decided not to open them until he got back. (It was our goofy, adolescent way of trying to add some sort of impetus to his return, I suppose.) I picked it up for a second and held it, thinking for a moment about my boyfriend and trying to envision what he must be going through light-years from home.



After a moment, I put Jim’s gift back and pulled out what I was really after: the documents. Setting aside various items such as my passport and instruments related to my trust fund, I found myself holding a small sheaf of papers held together by a paper clip. As hard as it was to imagine, this handful of documents represented my entire life: birth certificate, state records, court orders concerning guardianship – everything I’d been able to find out about myself over the years. It admittedly wasn’t a lot (and I’d had a hard enough time pulling this much together), but it was essentially all I had. I got to work.



I immediately set the birth certificate aside. It was a work of pure fiction: fake name, fake date of birth, fake place of birth… Basically, no one knew anything about me when I was found, so they had made everything up. It wasn’t a record that could be relied on in even the flimsiest sense. It only existed because it was essentially the gateway to getting other mandatory documents (a passport, for example).



I then began slowly and methodically poring over the remaining paperwork, something I had done countless times before. In truth, I knew almost every word on every page verbatim, but I hoped – as I did each time I reviewed this stuff – that something new would leap out at me. Unfortunately, nothing did initially, and I was starting to get discouraged and lose my enthusiasm when I came across something on my initial medical report.



After I was found, I’d been taken to the closest emergency room, where doctors had checked me out and performed a battery of tests to make sure I was okay. According to the medical report, I had no broken bones, and was generally in good condition except my levels of Vitamin A seemed excessively high. (There was also a handwritten note about nurses complaining of static shock when they touched me and malfunctions of some of the equipment monitoring my status, but none of that affected the overall diagnosis.)



On a recent visit to my current physician, the doctor had suggested that I start taking a vitamin supplement. Not that anything was wrong, but simply as a precautionary measure.



“Teens have high nutritional requirements,” she’d said. “They probably need vitamin supplements even more than adults.”



She hadn’t made a specific recommendation for which supplement to take, but she had warned me to keep an eye out for the amount of Vitamin A in anything that I eventually decided to consume. In short, Vitamin A – in large doses – could be toxic.



Looking over that initial medical report, I noted the treating physician’s indication that the excessive Vitamin A in my infant body was unlikely to have come from ingestion. Combining that with what I’d learned from my own doctor, it seemed reasonable to conclude that the culprit was probably a vitamin supplement. (Prenatal vitamins, to be exact.) It wasn’t much, but it was all I had to go on. I walked over to the desk, grabbed my laptop, stalked back to the bed with it, and went to work.



About an hour later, I hit pay dirt. I hadn’t known exactly what I was looking for, so I had simply started out looking up prenatal vitamins with excess Vitamin A on the Internet. In the course of my research, I had found out a lot more than I wanted to about pregnancy, human gestation, and childbirth (strongly reinforcing the notion that I didn’t want to have kids any time soon). Ultimately, however, I had come across an article about a massive recall of prenatal vitamins manufactured by a company called Gross Metaphysical Pharma (better known as simply “Gross Meta”). The reason for the recall was an excessive amount of Vitamin A in the vitamins, and the recall had been announced just a few months before I would have been born.



Bingo!



I mean, it wasn’t an absolute certainty by any means, but it seemed highly likely that my biological mother had taken Gross Meta prenatal vitamins while I was in the womb. The question now was how to use that info to find out more about who I was.



Gross Meta, however, wasn’t making my job any easier. The company had distributed their tainted wares not just across the country, but around the globe. Still, I felt comfortable excluding their international reach from the scope of my investigative efforts. More to the point, it was going to be almost impossible to run down every lead, so I was going to have to make some plausible assumptions (such as presupposing that I was born within the nation’s borders).



The recall announcement from Gross Meta also contained a list of all the pharmacies that had sold the contaminated supplements. From what I could discern, none of the drugstores on the list had operated in the area where I’d been found – a small town of about twenty thousand people called Aberdeen, located about thirty miles outside the city limits. In fact, it had been the Aberdeen Hospital that my initial medical report had come from. However, bearing in mind that the hospital had no record of my birth (and no one in the town seemed to know anything about me), it was pretty clear that my parents – my birth mother, anyway – hadn’t been from there. Maybe she had just been passing through; maybe she had been visiting a friend. Regardless, bearing in mind all the relevant facts, I felt it was highly probable that she had gotten her prenatal vitamins (and possibly prenatal care as well) right here in the city, which led to the presumption that she might also have been from the city.



I looked at my watch, noting that I had been researching for about two-and-a-half hours. I smiled, mentally giving myself a pat on the back; I had accomplished more this particular morning than I had in probably the past five years combined. That said, there was still a fair amount of guesswork involved in reaching my current conclusions. It wouldn’t hurt to get a second opinion. Plus, I had probably reached the limit with respect to my own online investigative skills. I needed someone with an innate talent for this sort of stuff.



I put my laptop aside and called Li.










Chapter 7



Esper had just rolled out of bed when I left about an hour later to go meet Li (who, needless to say, had agreed to help me). I told her where I was going and got a mental hug and a telepathic <Be careful> as I headed out the door.



Our rendezvous point was Li’s quarters at Alpha League HQ. Li hadn’t originally been a member of our teen affiliate, but his current body had been constructed at HQ over the course of several months (after his original one had been destroyed during the incident at the Academy), and after so much time around us, it seemed only fitting to make him part of our team. Therefore, like all the other Alpha League teens, he had his own place at headquarters.



When I reached Li’s room, I rapped sharply on the door and heard a crisp “Enter” a moment later. I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.



All of the teen quarters were fairly uniform, so I essentially knew what Li’s room would look like on the interior: there was a living room with a sofa and loveseat combo, as well as a flat-screen television on the wall; a kitchenette with a small breakfast area; and a door that led to the bedroom. Li was sitting at the breakfast table when I entered, typing on a laptop.



“Well?” I said, dispensing with any formalities as I walked over and took a seat across from him. “What do you think?”



During our phone conversation, I had conveyed to him my assumptions, and then emailed to him the little paperwork I had after we hung up. I was really anxious now to get his take on things.



“First of all,” Li began, closing the laptop, “let me say that the scant paperwork you provided was sorely inadequate in light of what you are trying to accomplish. Although you are to be commended for what you have been able to assemble over the years, the documents are so severely limited in nature and scope that little worthwhile information can be gleaned from them.”



My breath caught in my throat, and I felt an avalanche of frustration and despair starting to rumble within me. I had felt with so much certainty that I was finally on the path to learning something about myself, and now it seemed like the rug was being snatched out from under me. I closed my eyes for a second, trying to come to grips with the fact that reality had pistol-whipped me – and not for the first time.



“Still,” Li went on, “the material was not totally devoid of useful information. In short, after reviewing the data and conducting my own research, I ultimately reached the same conclusions as you.”



My eyes snapped open, and for a moment I just stared at him. “What?”



“I said that my end-analysis concurs and supports your assumptions. Basically, your biological mother probably received prenatal care here in the city.”



I jumped up, squealing in joy for a moment, and then gave Li a hug and a kiss on the cheek. He accepted them stiffly and with a bit of an unsure smile – probably not used to being the recipient of human affection.



Still giddy, I sat back down and excitedly asked, “So now what?”



“So now we try to narrow the search for your mother.”



“Great! So where do we start – the recall list? Can we use that to figure out who she is?”



Li shook his head solemnly. “That would be a daunting task. Even if we focused only on the city, the recall list identifies scores of pharmacies that filled prescriptions written by hundreds of doctors for thousands of patients. It would be difficult to determine where to begin.”



I sighed in frustration. “So it’s almost as hopeless as not knowing anything.”



“Only with respect to the utility of the recall list. Fortunately, we have another starting point.”



I frowned. “What do you mean? I didn’t think we had anything else to go on.”



“We have your initial medical record.”



“I know. That’s what led us to the Gross Meta recall.”



“But it contains more than just the diagnosis about excessive Vitamin A. There is also the statement regarding your effect on hospital equipment.”



“Yeah, so? That was presumably just my power over electricity. As I understand it, I was exhibiting that ability from the moment they found me, although obviously no one knew that when the Aberdeen Hospital was looking me over.”



“Understood. But I would posit that if you were displaying that power during infancy, it is possible that it also manifested while you were in the womb. Thus, if you were subjected to an ultrasound while your mother was receiving prenatal care…”



“Then my power might have affected it!” I blurted out excitedly.



“Exactly.”



“So we need to try to find out which hospitals had equipment issues back then. Specifically, problems with fetal monitoring equipment.” As I spoke, the magnitude of the problem dawned on me. There were quite a number of hospitals in a city the size of ours that offered services to expecting mothers – not to mention clinics and the like. Moreover, we were talking about possible equipment malfunctions that took place almost twenty years ago. I groaned in frustration.



“You obviously recognize the difficulties inherent in the problem,” Li said, interpreting my mood. “Moreover, the health care facilities do not make our research any easier. Their document retention policies are horribly inadequate, and their equipment maintenance records – when they exist – are incomplete and unreliable.”



“So what do we do?” I asked, glancing at Li. He smiled at me in a knowing way. “Wait. You already have a solution, don’t you?”



Still smiling, Li gave me a short nod. “Approximately sixty-five percent of the hospitals in this city are nonprofit. Simply playing those odds, there is a sixty-five percent chance that your birth mother sought care during her pregnancy at one of those facilities. Being nonprofit, those hospitals would have had to comply with financial disclosure laws in order to maintain their tax-exempt status.”



“So,” I said, trying to sum up Li’s last few statements, “although their other records may have basically been junk, there’s an expectation that the financial statements of nonprofit hospitals would have been pristine.”



“True.”



“And I take it that there’s something in the financial statements that helps us?”



Li nodded. “One of the nonprofit hospitals, Sisters of Mercy, has financials showing, a little over seventeen years ago, the temporary rental of an ultrasound and a fetal Doppler at roughly the same time.”



I leaned back in my chair, contemplating what that meant. “So you’re thinking that my mother went to get an ultrasound perhaps, and my power screwed it up in some way. After that, they brought in a fetal heart monitor, and I somehow destroyed that as well so they had to go buy new equipment.”



“Actually, since the financial records indicate the rental of new equipment, what is most likely is that you simply caused the ultrasound machine and the fetal monitor to malfunction in some way. My assumption is that they sent both for diagnostic checks or repair, hence the rentals.”



“Forgetting about the rentals, if we know when and where the equipment malfunctioned, we know when and where my biological mother was present. We just need the hospital’s patient list and see who was receiving prenatal care then.”



“On that front, there is good news, bad news, and worse news.”



Well, I’m a big girl and can take adversity. “Give me the bad news,” I said.



“Patient records are confidential. From what I can tell, they reside on some internal hospital system that can only be accessed on-site.”



“Okay, what’s the worse news?”



“The hospital’s document retention policy, which I cited as being horrible, is only five years with respect to most items – including patient logs.”



“Five years?” I repeated, unable to hide my disappointment.



“Yes. The time frame probably relates to the fact that the statute of limitations – that is, the time in which you must sue – is four years for personal injuries. Adopting a five-year policy is likely intended to give the impression that they don’t have anything to hide should a lawsuit arise for something like medical malpractice.”



“But if that’s their policy, anything that we’re interested in would have been destroyed or tossed over ten years ago.”



“Yes, but that brings us to my good news: the hospital actually was sued.”



I found his statement confounding. “Huh?”



“The Gross Meta recall gave rise to a tidal wave of litigation, including a massive class action lawsuit on behalf of patients. Gross Meta was sued, of course, along with doctors, pharmacies, and hospitals – including Sisters of Mercy.”



“So how is that good news for us?”



“For documents involved in a lawsuit, the retention policy of the hospital is ten years after the end of the litigation.”



“So when did the legal wrangling end?”



“The class action lawsuit ended with a settlement about twelve years ago. However, many patients opted out of that suit and pursued their claims individually after the class action was resolved. Moreover, the court overseeing the litigation has stated that additional claimants may still sue should they develop some symptom or aftereffect of Vitamin A toxicity later in life.”



“In other words, the litigation may never end, which means that the hospital should still have the records we want.”



Once again I was excited, but also couldn’t help noticing that this conversation with Li was a wild roller coaster ride, with a lot of ups and downs and even a few loops.



“So,” I said, trying to keep my voice even, “now that we’re at the end of the road, where can we find the information we’re after – in the hospital basement?”



In truth, it would have been basements. Sisters of Mercy was actually a large hospital system, with several locations around town. However, it turned out that I wasn’t going to have to go crawling around any musty old understructures.



“Most large organizations store aged documents offsite,” Li said. “In fact, many of them retain record management companies to handle storage for them, and that is what Sisters of Mercy has done. The documents we are looking for are stored with Locke Infinite.”



My eyebrows went up in surprise, as this part of the Li roller coaster was more of a loop-de-loop. Locke Infinite was a well-known and well-regarded storage facility, with a reputation for keeping documents – anything of value, in fact – safe and secure for as long as required by their clients. They had high-tech storage locations all across the country, including one on the southern outskirts of the city.



“So what do we do?” I asked. “Make some sort of formal request for the paperwork we want?”



“You can,” Li stated, “but it is unlikely that your request will be granted. You simply do not have a right to access or custody of the documents.”



“Fine,” I said defiantly. “Then let’s talk about how we can get custody of the documents.”



I flipped open his laptop and told Li what I wanted him to do. He seemed reluctant, but an hour later we had the rudimentary outlines of a plan.



“This can work,” I said, after reviewing everything for the umpteenth time.



“There is still the problem of the vault,” Li said, “where the documents we want are stored. If the power is cut, the door is designed to remain locked. If the power stays on, getting past the automated entry system will require that you have a key and the passcode, as well as pass a retinal scan.”



“But you said the vault can be opened from the inside without all that.”



“Yes. If you are already inside, the system is designed to let you exit without harassment, as it assumes you gained entry legitimately.”



“If Jim were here he could simply phase through the walls like a ghost,” I said. It was one of the many powers my boyfriend had. And of course, now that I needed him, the idiot was a million light-years away.



“Yes,” Li agreed. “Someone with a phasing ability could easily get inside and let you in. Do you know of anyone else with that talent?”



“Not exactly,” I said, a faint smile crossing my lips.










Chapter 8



“I hate to point out the obvious,” Smokey said, “but you do realize that what you’re talking about is illegal?”



He had joined me and Li in the latter’s room, following a phone call that I had made to him a short time earlier. In essence, we needed him if we were going to get the hospital records from Locke Infinite.



“I mean, this is breaking and entering,” Smokey went on, “not to mention a dozen other crimes.”



“So what?” I said. “It wouldn’t be the first time we broke into a place.”



“That was completely different and you know it,” Smokey retorted. “That was a rescue operation.”



What Smokey and I were referring to was a break-in of a government facility that we – along with Jim – had orchestrated a few months back, the purpose of which had been to extract some kids being held against their will.



“There were people being illegally detained – basically imprisoned,” Smokey continued. “Breaking into that place was morally justifiable.”



“Should I be hearing this?” Li asked softly.



“What you’re talking about now,” Smokey said, ignoring our android friend, “is burglarizing an organization that, as far as we know, hasn’t done anything wrong.”



He had a point. We had a legitimate basis for the “criminal” activities we’d engaged in before. I’m not sure it was possible to defend my current plan of action, but I had to try.



“Look,” I said, “to the best of our knowledge, my biological mother’s medical records are at Locke Infinite. Moreover, based on the circumstances under which I was found, she’s probably dead. In the ordinary course of events – if we’d had a normal mother/daughter relationship – I’d be entitled to those records. As it is, with the little evidence we’ve got, I’ll never be able to prove a legal right to them. That means I’ll never be able to see them. And truth be told, I should be able to review them – to see if women in my family have a history of cervical cancer, or heart disease, high blood pressure, whatever! But since I can’t prove a right to them, the only way I’m ever going to see them is by taking them, whether it’s today, tomorrow, or ten years down the road! So while breaking into Locke Infinite may not be legal, morally it’s the right thing to do.”



Li and Smokey just stared at me. I hadn’t meant to climb up on my soapbox, but it had taken me my entire life to get this far on this particular journey, and nothing was going to stop me from crossing the finish line.



I decided to extend an additional olive branch. “If it makes your decision any easier, we plan to put the records back when we’re done. They’ll never know anything was ever missing.”



“Alright,” Smokey finally said with a nod. “We go in.”










Chapter 9



I hate lying to Esper. Not just because she’s essentially my mother, but because – since she’s telepathic – it always feels like she knows when I’m not being sincere. That being the case, I typically try to cloak my fibs in some semblance of the truth.



On this particular occasion, after Smokey was finally on board with Operation Locke Infinite, I called to tell her I’d be hanging out with friends (which was technically true) and would be home later.



Her response was to ask, “Have you done any homework or studying at all this weekend?”



“I’m ahead in all my classes,” I reminded her. “Plus, you know what they say about all work and no play…”



“Alright,” Esper said, giving in. “But don’t stay out too late.”



I agreed to come in at a reasonable hour and then got off the phone. I turned to Smokey and Li. “Okay, let’s do this.”



*****



According to Murphy’s Law, anything that can go wrong, will go wrong. With respect to breaking into Locke Infinite, however, the opposite of Murphy’s Law – Yhprum’s Law (“Yhprum” is just “Murphy” spelled backwards) – seemed to apply: Everything that can work, will work. Basically, it was the smoothest operation I had ever been part of.



First of all, Smokey – who is excellent at procurement – was able to get us some stealth suits. These were essentially form-fitting bodysuits with face-hugging hoods, gloves, and goggles. They were made of a synthetic material that would, among other things, hide body heat and absorb sound waves – making us invisible to things like thermal imagery, radar, and sonar – as well as confound motion detectors. (They were also pretty good at keeping out the cold.) After donning the stealth suits and putting our regular clothes on top of them (so as not to arouse suspicion should anyone see us), we left HQ in my car and headed towards Locke Infinite.



It was early evening when we got near our destination, but already dark – the result of the shorter winter days. The Locke Infinite facility was a large, multi-story building located on what was – in summer – a flat, grassy plain for the most part, with only a few groves of trees here and there. At the moment, however, the expansive grounds surrounding the structure were covered with snow.



We ended up parking at a strip mall about a mile away. Once out of the car, I gave a thumbs-up to Smokey, who nodded in return. A moment later, dense fog began to fill the area – the result of Smokey providing us with his namesake smokescreen. (And for one of the few times in recent memory, Smokey kept his human form while creating the mist that wrapped around us.) Once we were safely obscured by it, we began to move out.



Able to see almost nothing, I put on my goggles (which were equipped with various features, such as night vision and infrared) as we strode towards our destination. With them on, the fog was far less of a hindrance to my vision. Smokey didn’t seem to have any problem navigating through the fog he had created; likewise, Li hadn’t donned his goggles either. (That said, I wasn’t sure that Li, being an android, could actually “see” in the same sense that biological creatures could.)



Walking briskly, it took us about twenty minutes to reach the Locke Infinite facility. (We took only one detour en route: stopping to strip out of our exterior clothes and placing them under a tree in a garment bag that Smokey had brought along for that purpose.) Thankfully, the facility wasn’t gated and there were no exterior patrols – facts that Li’s online research had intimated and which we were happy to confirm. There were, however, very bright external lights and exterior cameras, but to anyone looking at an image from them, it should have only appeared that a dense fog was rolling in. That being the case, we didn’t have any trouble getting close to the building.



As a result of a little hacking, Li had also been able to pull up schematics and blueprints of the Locke Infinite site. After reviewing them, we had decided that an emergency exit at the back of the building was our best point of entry, and that’s where our approach led us.



“Okay, Electra,” Smokey whispered, pointing at the door. “You’re up.”



I stepped forward. According to the schematics, the door was secured by a magnetic lock. Looking at it, I knew that I could easily disrupt the power to the door; moreover, because it was a failsafe design, the loss of power would cause it to unlock. However, I also knew that there was a security area with guards sitting at a monitoring station, and – once the door was unlocked and we stepped inside – the security system would indicate that a door had been opened. In short, I couldn’t obstruct just the power to the door; I had to disrupt the entire building’s power supply.



I laid a hand on the door, then reached out with my power. I could sense electricity flowing, powering the lock. I followed it back, through coils, couplings, wiring, the breaker box…



When I reached the requisite point, I sent out a powerful pulse of electricity. The exterior lights flickered for a moment and then winked out, as did the cameras. The area became pitch black, causing Smokey to put on his goggles. Li, on the other hand, didn’t bother.



“Let’s go,” I said, opening the door. (It occurred to me then – not for the first time – that I would have made a great cat burglar, and the thought made me smile.)



From that point, it was even more of a cakewalk. We dashed inside and headed for the vault area. According to Li’s research, we had about half an hour before the power came back on, courtesy of a back-up generator. In the meantime, the guards on duty would probably be patrolling the place.



We managed to reach the vault door undetected. To our great relief, it was on the same power grid as the rest of the place, so its security features weren’t active. Unlike the door we had come in, however, which had contained a failsafe magnetic lock, this one was a fail secure model. In other words, even with the loss of power, it would stay locked (as Li had previously noted). Above the door, however was an air vent.



Smokey didn’t waste any time. One second, he was there; the next, his stealth suit dropped to the floor, empty, as a mist floated up and entered the vent. Scant seconds later, the door opened and vapor came streaming out; it headed towards Smokey’s stealth suit, which seemed to inflate like a balloon as the mist took on human form and solidified.



Inside, the vault appeared somewhat akin to a small warehouse. There were row upon row of what looked like large, horizontal filing cabinets stretching across an area of about ten thousand square feet. The cabinets were about eight feet tall, and each had a side-to-side opening for retrieving files at about the five-foot mark. In addition, not far from us was a series of computer monitors and keyboards. Also close on hand was an elevator (obviously not working at the moment) and the entrance to an interior stairwell.



“It’s somewhere in here?” Smokey asked, gesturing towards the filing cabinets. At this point, I suddenly realized that we hadn’t filled Smokey in on all the details of the plan. In fact, we had made it seem like little more than a smash-and-grab. The reality, however, was a little more complicated.



“The records we seek are somewhere in the vault, yes,” Li answered, as he stepped towards the filing cabinets. “The vault, however, extends about ten stories underground, with some of the subterranean floors being much more expansive than this one.” Almost at random, he began pulling out documents from various cabinets and examining them.



Even with the goggles on, I could still see the look of incredulity on Smokey’s face. “How are we supposed to find what we’re looking for?” he asked.



“Ordinarily you’d use one of the computers,” I said, tilting my chin towards one of the monitors. “It would tell you where to locate whatever you’re trying to find.”



Smokey seem slightly relieved. “So, you’re going to juice one up?”



I shook my head. “Can’t. They log every search automatically. The whole point of this is that we don’t want anyone to know that we’ve been here or that anything’s missing.”



“Then how do we find these records you want in what’s essentially a filing cabinet the size of a ten-story building?”



“Somewhat easily, we hope,” answered Li as he put a folder of documents back into the cabinet he’d gotten it from. “Filing systems are typically arranged in either one of a few basic ways – alphabetically, numerically, by date, and so on. After examining several of the files here, and the relative aspects and factors, I have developed a rudimentary algorithm which I believe expresses the system of storage used by Locke Infinite.”



“So in other words, you know where to find the docs we want,” Smokey concluded.



“More or less,” Li answered. “If I understand everything correctly, they should be in a filing cabinet two levels down.”



With that information, we hustled over to the stairwell and down to the appropriate floor. Once there, Li disappeared into the stacks of filing cabinets, while Smokey and I stood guard by the door, although it was a little unclear what we would do if anyone actually showed up. Fortunately, no one did – although we had a quick scare shortly after we arrived when I sensed someone approaching. A moment later, we heard voices in the stairwell and the illumination from a flashlight shined briefly around the edges of the door. To our great relief, no one came in, although we scrambled to find a hiding spot behind one of the filing cabinets.



“Thanks for the heads-up,” Smokey whispered after whoever was in the stairwell had moved on. “Good thing they didn’t come in here.”



“They’re not likely to,” I said in response. “The majority of the stuff where we are is just paperwork for the most part. The most valuable stuff is on the lowest level, so a good chunk of the building’s security is probably going to be focused there, even if they aren’t suspicious of anything.”



“Makes sense,” Smokey said, nodding in understanding as we stepped out of our hiding place. A few moments later, Li reappeared.



“Electra,” he said. “I require your assistance.”



He turned without another word, and Smokey and I began following him through the maze-like arrangement of filing cabinets. After about a minute, Li came to a halt in front of one of them.



“The records we want are in here,” he said, pointing at the horizontal opening.



Smokey shrugged his shoulders. “So what’s the problem?”



“These filing cabinets operate on a carousel,” Li explained. “Albeit one that moves vertically. This line of visible records” – he pointed to the files lining the horizontal opening – “are only a single shelf within the cabinet.”



“I take it the records we want are on a different shelf,” I concluded.



Li nodded. “Exactly, but with the power off, there’s no way to get to it short of tearing the cabinet apart.”



“So you need Electra to do her thing,” Smokey surmised.



I didn’t need an invitation. The second it became clear what Li was requesting, I stepped forward and put a hand on the filing cabinet.



“Stand back,” I said to my friends. “And don’t touch anything.”



I closed my eyes for a second and concentrated; doing stuff like this required a certain amount of focus. I first exuded a small discharge – sort of like feelers – to help me identify the location of wiring and such in the cabinet. From there, it was a matter of following the wiring back to the item that I was looking for, which in this case was the motor that operated the carousel.



This is where things could get a little tricky. I had to then feed the motor enough juice to make the carousel function, but avoid sending through too much and possibly burning it out. Fortunately, the feelers I’d sent out provided an indication of the carrying capacity of the wiring, which in turn gave me an idea of how much electricity to send to the motor.



In short, within perhaps thirty seconds, I had the carousel operational. Then, after taking a few moments to ensure that my power wasn’t coursing throughout the entire cabinet (and therefore unlikely to electrocute anyone), I opened my eyes and said, “Try it now.”



Li pressed a button on the front of the cabinet, and from its interior came the muffled sounds of some type of machinery in operation. More to the point, the filing shelf that was visible in the horizontal opening began to rotate down, to be replaced by another shelf that had been above it. Smiling, Smokey gave me a thumbs-up signal.



I tried to return Smokey’s grin, but the noise made by the cabinet as the shelves rotated set me on edge. Although in reality I knew that the internal machinery wasn’t particularly loud, the sound seemed deafening to me in the tomb-like quiet of the room we were in. To my great relief, Li quickly brought the carousel to a halt. Removing a box from the current shelf, he reached into it and pulled out a clear circular case that seemed to contain something like a reel of film tape.



“We can go now,” Li announced as he put the box back on the shelf. “I have the necessary information.”



“Where is it?” I asked.



Li simply held up the item he had retrieved from the box.



“What is that?” asked Smokey.



“Data storage tape,” Li replied.



I frowned, a little confused. “I thought we were after documents.”



“If you are referring to printed documents,” Li said, “there are reams of them here, covering thousands of patients. We simply do not have the time to sit here and sift through them all in order to identify the relevant records that mesh with our search parameters. Moreover, unless our plan also includes commandeering a forklift, none of us seemingly came prepared to leave the premises hauling several banker boxes’ worth of material. However, everything we came here for is stored on this tape.” He held up the case he was carrying for emphasis.



“Alright, I get it,” I said. “Now let’s get out of here.”



Ten minutes later, we were dashing back across snow-covered ground, covered once again by Smokey’s fog as we headed towards the tree where we’d hidden our clothes. As we were putting them on over our stealth suits, we noticed the lights come back on at Locke Infinite, indicating that power had been restored.



All three of us stopped getting dressed and listened for a moment, clearly worried about the same thing. To my great relief, we heard nothing: no alarms, no klaxons, no sirens. Apparently our little raid had gone undetected. Still surprised at how smoothly everything had gone, we finished getting dressed and got the hell out of Dodge.










Chapter 10



It wasn’t until we were back in Li’s room that the butterflies I was feeling started to die down. (To be honest, I had been so amped over what we were doing that I hadn’t even noticed their presence earlier.) That said, I still felt somewhat euphoric over what we had accomplished.



“So what now?” asked Smokey, and then he gestured towards the data tape. “How do we get what we need off that thing?”



Li seemed to examine the tape for a moment. “Data extraction is usually not difficult. However, this appears to be an older tape format, which means that the data recovery may take longer than anticipated.”



That took some of the air out of my sails. “How long?” I asked nervously, afraid of what the answer might be.



“There could be terabytes of data on here,” Li replied. “Still, I think I may have something by” – he seemed to spend a moment calculating internally – “tomorrow?”



I blinked in surprise, and then grinned, so happy I could kiss him.



“Tomorrow’s absolutely fine,” I said, suddenly giddy again.



*****



Everything’s relative, as they say, and the truth of those words hit me the next day as I waited to hear what Li had discovered on the data tape. Although it had sounded like a very short turnaround the previous night, spending the next day biding my time was absolute torture.



It was a school day, but I could barely focus on anything my teachers said, and for the first few hours I wandered around like a zombie, almost completely oblivious of what was going on around me.



For the moment, I was attending public school, as were most teen supers following the destruction of the Academy. That said, we were fairly spread out; for instance, I didn’t attend the same high school as either Smokey or Jim. (There was allegedly a plan being put into place to bring us teens back together, academically, under one roof, but no word yet on when or how it would be implemented.)



It wasn’t until the bell rang for lunch that I fully came back to the real world. Li was supposed to be meeting me and sharing the preliminary results of what he’d found out.



He was waiting for me when I stepped out of class. He wasn’t a student here, but looked to be in the appropriate age bracket, so he had probably made it onto campus without any issues. Truth be told, Li wasn’t enrolled in school anywhere. However, bearing in mind that he had doctorate-level expertise in a dozen subjects, he really didn’t need to be – not for academics, anyway. For Li, enrollment in school would be more about the social aspects, such as learning to integrate with normal teens.



Rather than talk in the hallways or in the cafeteria, we headed out to my car, which was parked in the student lot. It was pretty chilly and I shuddered slightly as we stepped outside, letting out a breath that was immediately visible in the winter air. In all honesty, I have the ability to keep myself warm with the internal electricity I generate, but I rarely use it that way – mostly because it’s too easy to forget I’m doing it, and end up giving someone a nasty shock, shorting out an appliance, or something along those lines.



“I think you’ll be pleased with what I’ve found so far,” Li said. Almost in surprise, I noted that his breath didn’t become perceptible like mine – and then I remembered that Li didn’t breathe. There weren’t many people outside (I think I saw one or two small groups having snowball fights), but I was suddenly in a rush to get to my car, before someone observed that Li’s mouth and nose weren’t puffing out little clouds like everyone else.



Once at my car, we got inside and I turned on the engine before cranking up the heat.



“Okay,” I said. “What did you find out?”



“A fair amount,” Li replied. “But first, there is a bit of bad news.”



I sighed in exasperation. “Of course. Why wouldn’t there be?”



“There has been some physical degradation of the tape, resulting in a loss of integrity with respect to the stored data.”



“Wait a minute. The tape’s broken?”



“Not exactly, but physically, tapes such as these can be exposed to elements that harm them, such as temperature and humidity outside of recommended tolerances.”



“But I assume, since you said I’d be pleased, that you were able to recover something.”



“Indeed. Moreover, I think that I can repair the tape to an extent that will allow us to retrieve the information on the damaged portion.”



“Li, that’s great!”



“Thank you. Just be aware that it will take even longer than anticipated to examine everything on the tape – perhaps another day?”



I grinned. “That’s fine with me.”



“Excellent. Now, with respect to what I have learned so far, I was able to find records showing when the requests were made for the replacement ultrasound machine and fetal heart monitor. The requests were made on the same day – which lends credence to our earlier theory about your power affecting them – so I limited the search parameters to within three days of the request date.”



“Why three days?”



“First of all, to account for human error. People will often get dates confused or will simply misremember what the actual date is. Then there is also the fact that the request might not have been made on the date that the equipment malfunctioned. It may have happened a day or two later.”



I nodded. “Okay, a three-day margin sounds like a reasonable assumption.”



“Next, not counting the physicians on staff at the hospital itself, there were over two dozen obstetrician-gynecologists in the city who had privileges at Sisters of Mercy, meaning that they could use hospital facilities and equipment.”



I pursed my lips and groaned softly. “There must have been hundreds of patients who came through their doors during the time in question.”



“True, but – focusing only on those patients who received a prescription for Gross Meta prenatal vitamins – I was able to pare the list down to one hundred nine.”



“That’s good. I’d almost forgotten about the Gross Meta connection.”



“Next, bearing in mind your estimated date of birth, I was able to cut the list down further by eliminating women who were not in the appropriate trimester of pregnancy.”



“So how many were left?”



“Forty-seven. Of those, however, approximately fifty-one percent were positively identified by sonogram as carrying male fetuses. That left twenty-three.”



I nodded, thinking how the numbers were getting down into what I would consider a manageable range. “Go on.”



“Of those, seventeen were live births that occurred at Sisters of Mercy. Based on hospital records, none of them are you.”



“How can you be sure?”



“There are distinguishing characteristics that do not match – eye color, birthmarks, and so on. Most telling, of course, is the blood work. None had the excessively high levels of Vitamin A that you did. Last but not least, the mothers in those instances continued to be treated by the indicated obstetrician-gynecologists well after the time you were found.”



In other words, they were still alive at a juncture when my birth mother was presumed to be dead. “Okay. So that drops us down to what – six?”



“Yes. As I mentioned, none appear to have been born at Sisters of Mercy, so I do not have any of their birth records. However, I was able to take information regarding the expectant mothers – Social Security number, address, etcetera – and cross-reference it with other databases, such as census records, school registrations, and the like.”



“You were able to get school records for these kids? Since when is that information in the public domain?”



Li surprised me by giving me a sheepish expression. “The information is generally available to anyone who knows how to ask the proper questions of the system housing it.”



“In other words, you hacked into a bunch of sites to get what you needed.”



“I merely discovered what could be termed a non-standard approach to researching certain issues. The end result, however, is that I was able to confirm that three of the remaining six children were still living with their parents – at least at the time when you were found. That narrows the list down to three.”



He produced a sheet of paper from somewhere on his person and handed it to me. On it were listed three names, addresses, and phone numbers.



I stared at the names excitedly. “So one of these women is my mother?”



“If all of our assumptions thus far are correct, then there is the possibility that one of them is your mother. Remember, there is still the corrupted data to review, which might reveal more names.”



“Okay, just get them to me as soon as you can,” I said.



Li nodded. “I anticipate having them for you by tomorrow.”



He was reaching for the door handle, obviously preparing to leave, when I grabbed his arm.



“Thank you, Li,” I said, my voice filled with more sentiment than I’d intended. I then leaned over to give him a hug of profound gratitude. “You have no idea what this means to me.”



Li gently returned my hug, patting me softly on the back. When I drew back a moment later, he smiled.



“Good luck,” he said, and then stepped out of the car, leaving me alone with my thoughts.










Chapter 11



The rest of the school day was a blur. If I had been a zombie before, then I had to be a ghost now, an apparition haunting the hallways and classrooms with a form that could be seen while not truly being present.



When the last bell of the day rang, I found myself, oddly enough, of two frames of mind as I walked to my car. On the one hand, I wanted to start investigating Li’s list of names as soon as possible; on the other, I dreaded what I might find out.



I got inside, tossed my book bag into the backseat and started the engine. I pulled out Li’s list and just stared at it. I was nervous, no doubt about it. I mean, my parents were presumably dead, so I wasn’t sure what I expected to find out with this information. (There was always the possibility, I suppose, that my birth mother had given me up or abandoned me, so in theory she could be one of these women.) Oh well, sometimes you just have to jump into the deep end of the pool.



I pulled out my cell phone and started dialing.



*****



Turns out that making calls wasn’t nearly as bad as I thought it would be. Part of the reason was the first name on my list, Tina Barrett.



Frankly speaking, when I dialed her number, I didn’t really expect to reach her. After all, my information was almost twenty years old. Nevertheless, the phone was answered after the second ring by someone I pegged as a young child based on their voice, although I couldn’t discern if it was a boy or a girl. When I asked if this was the residence of Tina Barrett, I heard the child yell, “Mom! Phone!” A few moments later, I was speaking with Mrs. Barrett herself.



After giving my name and explaining that I was an orphan trying to get information about my birth mother (for medical reasons, among other things), I asked if she’d be willing to answer a few questions about herself. I was somewhat surprised when she agreed to do so.



Oddly enough, Ms. Barrett not only had the same phone number as on my list, she also lived at the same address, which was in a rural suburb outside the city. She was a stay-at-home mom who homeschooled her children (hence the lack of school records), and – in addition to the daughter who was about my age, Anka – had gone on to have three more kids. When I noted that there wasn’t a record of her giving birth at the hospital, she laughed.



“We embrace a holistic lifestyle in our family,” she said. “We take a more natural approach to things like medical care. However, when my husband and I found out we were going to have Anka, our oldest, we wanted to make sure that we got the best care for her. That being the case, I started going to see a doctor, taking prenatal vitamins, and so on. However, after the Gross Meta scare, we figured our holistic approach was the right one. So we eighty-sixed the doctor, hired a midwife, and I gave birth at home.”



That certainly explained a lot. Grateful for the time she’d given and her willingness to help a stranger, I thanked her profusely. Ms. Barrett pooh-poohed my thanks and wished me luck in my search.



Needless to say, that first call put me greatly at ease. Mrs. Barrett’s warm and friendly demeanor gave me a certain degree of comfort, and greatly diminished the sense of dread I had regarding the other two calls on my list.



The next person on my list was Ms. Eunice Stawicki. The conversation with her did not go quite as smoothly as the call to Mrs. Barrett.



First of all, although she still had the same phone number, Ms. Stawicki had moved several times in the past seventeen years. (Keeping the same number apparently gave her a sense of stability.) The daughter she had given birth to all those years ago – Rosalyn – was, in Ms. Stawicki’s own words, a “holy terror” who was currently in juvie for stealing the neighbor’s car.



I spent the next forty-five minutes hearing all about Ms. Stawicki’s life, from her three marriages to her uber-critical mother to her lousy job as a waitress at a late-night diner (which she believed contributed to her poor health). And, although I introduced myself, I’m not sure if she ever really understood who I was. (In fact, she seemed to somehow become convinced that I was a social worker of some sort, because she kept asking if I needed to check on her two younger kids, who were the complete opposites of their older sister.) Or maybe she just needed a sympathetic ear, which I could completely understand.



After finally getting off the phone with Ms. Stawicki, I called the number of the last name on my list, Lynn Fraleigh. A gruff, male voice answered, and – after hearing who I was calling for – quickly informed me that I had the wrong number. His tone gave the impression that he didn’t want to be bothered, but he extended me the courtesy of telling me that the address I had for Mrs. Fraleigh was not the one associated with the number I had dialed. And then he hung up.



I spent a moment contemplating what the last call meant. The phone number was no longer valid for Mrs. Fraleigh, but that didn’t necessarily mean anything; people changed numbers all the time. It was possible that she was still living at the address Li had given me for her. With nothing to lose, I decided to make a house call. After looking up the address on my cell phone’s map, I shifted my car into “Drive” and headed out, noting to myself that my auto had actually served as a nice office for my phone calls.



*****



The address for Mrs. Fraleigh turned out to be a high-end bakery that specialized in wedding cakes. It seemed like a dead end, but I had come this far. I parked the car and went inside.



The interior was what you’d expect: lots of multi-layered wedding cakes of all sizes, as well as cake pops, donuts, and other treats. I asked to speak to the manager and a few minutes later was introduced to a jovial, middle-aged fellow by the name of Huxley, who also happened to be the owner. He was a third-generation baker and had been at this location for over twenty-five years. Bearing that in mind, it seemed like a long shot, but I asked him if he knew anyone named Lynn Fraleigh. As luck would have it, he not only knew Lynn – she was his niece.



“Her husband was an engineer working overseas,” Huxley explained. “She stayed here with us – in a room we have over the shop – so she’d have family support until his project ended. Out of the blue, he got an amazing job offer in Europe, and they essentially had to move in like two weeks. They’ve been there ever since.”



Huxley shared a little more information, including a picture of his niece and her family. (The girl she’d given birth to around the time I was born was her second child.)



I bought a couple of cake pops to thank him for his time, and promised to give him a shot at my business whenever I decided to get married. I got back in my car and drove off with mixed emotions: happy that I could eliminate names from my short list, but frustrated at my lack of real progress.










Chapter 12



“So, three strikes,” Smokey commented after I finished telling him and Li about my afterschool escapades. We were once again in Li’s room, which had seemingly become the base of operations for this particular project. Smokey had come by to find out if our labors from the night before had borne any fruit.



“Well, those are three names that we can take off the list,” I said, “so I kind of see it as a glass half-full.”



“Those were the only names on the list,” Smokey said.



“There may be more,” Li noted, “after the rest of the data is extracted.”



“And then we’re going to go put the tape back, right?” Smokey asked.



I frowned but nodded. Truth be told, I wasn’t that eager to return the tape. If we did, we’d probably never have another opportunity to review the data it held. That meant that if we’d somehow overlooked something, that door would be shut forever.



“If it is helpful at all,” Li said, apparently noting my mood, “I am copying the data so that the information will remain available for our use after we return the tape.”



My outlook brightened considerably at that, and I couldn’t help thinking that – when this thing was all over – I was going to have to do something exceptionally nice for Li. He was basically turning into my hero as far as all this stuff was concerned.



It seemed inadequate, but I thanked Li and Smokey for their help (especially the former), and then headed home.



*****



There was a visitor waiting for me when I walked into our house: Alpha Prime. Of course, I’d known he was there; I felt his distinctive bioelectric field even before I stepped inside.



I shouldn’t have been surprised. As already noted, Alpha Prime was like a father to me, so getting a visit from him wasn’t out of the ordinary, historically. However, ever since Jim left, he’d been coming by roughly once a week, which was probably more often and more regular than his visits in the past. He never said it out loud, but I felt that Jim had probably asked AP to check up on me while he was away.



He was sitting at our breakfast table, wearing ordinary street clothes – a t-shirt and jeans – instead of the regular black-and-gold uniform of the Alpha League. Even seated, however, you could tell he was a big guy (he topped out at about six-seven) and was all muscle. Tack on the fact that most women thought he had movie-star looks, and it was easy to see why he was hailed as the world’s greatest superhero.



“Hey,” I said, stepping over to give him a hug. “How long have you been here?”



“Not long,” he replied.



“Well, if you were waiting for me, I’m sorry I kept you.”



“It’s okay. I’ve been chatting with Esper.”



Reaching out with my power, I felt Esper’s bioelectric field coming from her room. She had probably excused herself the minute she heard the garage going up – ostensibly to give me and Alpha Prime some time to chat together.



“So,” he went on, “how was school this past week?”



I shrugged as I began hunting through the refrigerator for something to eat. “Fine, I guess. Same as always: too much homework, not enough field trips.”



He laughed. “Yes, I hear that’s a common problem in schools across the district.”



I grinned and took out some cold pizza from a few days earlier. It still looked edible, so I tossed the last two slices on a plate and into the microwave while throwing the box into the trash.



“Setting aside school, then,” he continued, “what’s been going on?”



For a second I was worried that, somehow, he knew about Locke Infinite. Then the truth dawned on me.



“She told you, didn’t she?” I asked. “Esper told you that I was asking about my past again.”



“She may have mentioned it,” Alpha Prime replied noncommittally.



“Well, the reason I ask is because no one will tell me anything. You all act like it’s some big secret.”



“It’s not a secret per se. It’s just that there were a lot of bad things happening at the time, and coupled with the fact that we lost Vir… It was really a dark time for the League, so it’s just difficult for a lot of people to discuss. Plus, your records are sealed, so it seems to make more sense to keep quiet until the law says you’re an adult.”



I gave him a skeptical look as the microwave went off. “Come on. We both know there isn’t going to be jack in those records.”



“I can’t say, but just know that everything that’s happened up to now has been to protect you.”



“So what you’re saying is that I’m capable enough to go up against supervillains, but not competent enough to handle the truth about where I come from.”



“When you say it like that, it does sound counterintuitive.”



“It’s stupid, if you want to call a spade a spade.”



“Look, the League has been responsible for you your entire life. Can’t you trust us on this?”



“I do trust you, but at some point I’ve got to be responsible for me, and you guys need to understand that.”



While he mulled that over, I sat down across from him and started to eat my pizza.



“I get it,” he finally said. “And I completely understand your frustration. But this is one of those situations in life where you’ve got to have faith in the people around you instead of relying solely on your own judgment.”



“I hear you, but it would be nice if the people telling me to trust their judgment would show a little faith in mine.”



He seemed on the verge of making a reply when Esper came back into the room. I took the opportunity to excuse myself; I grabbed the remainder of my food and headed up to my room.










Chapter 13



There was an email from Li waiting for me when I woke up the next morning. He had finished extracting the data from the damaged portion of the tape. Using the same analysis as before, he had whittled the prospects down to two names, and had attached copies of hospital records with their contact info to the email. I printed out the attachments and hurried off to school.



I went through my classes as less of a space cadet than the previous day, but still a little zoned out. Things were happening pretty fast – a lot quicker than I would have imagined. Now I was down to my last two rolls of the dice. If neither panned out, it probably meant that one of the assumptions that we’d made along the way was wrong, and we’d have to start all over. The thought of having to do that just made me want to scream.



After classes ended, I reverted to the prior day’s tactic of using my car as an office and began making my last two phone calls. The first was to a woman named Kerri Kerr. I didn’t reach a live person, but got a recording that told me I had reached Frank’s Fish Market, and to leave a message. Looking up Frank’s on my phone, I saw that its location didn’t mesh with the address on Ms. Kerr’s hospital records.



I then dialed the number for the second name that I had, Mary Jones (which I found to be a pretty generic moniker). I got a three-tone chime for my trouble, followed by an automated voice telling me that I had dialed a non-working number. I took a look at the sheet again to make sure I had dialed it correctly, and for the first time realized that there was a notation indicating that the phone number was disconnected.



As Smokey would likely put it, I was on the verge of striking out again. However, I’d had luck the day before looking up the physical address for a phone number that hadn’t panned out. Maybe lightning would strike twice. Mentally shrugging, I entered the address for Kerri Kerr into my phone’s map and a minute later was on my way.



*****



The address for Ms. Kerr turned out to be an apartment building with an outside buzzer system. A frosty winter breeze blew as I examined it, noting that the residents all had their names and apartment numbers on tiny placards next to an intercom button. Looking over the residents listed, I didn’t see the name “Kerr” listed anywhere.



Of course, that didn’t necessarily mean anything. For instance, she could have gotten married. Checking the hospital record Li had sent me, I noticed that her apartment number was shown as 2C. Looking at the placard with that apartment number, I saw the name “Leonard” next to it. I took a deep breath and pressed the intercom button.



I heard several clicks (apparently the intercom dialing apartment 2C), followed by the sound of a phone ringing. It rang a second time without being answered. And then a third.



Just before the phone would have rang a fourth time, an answering machine picked up.



“Hi,” said a female voice. “You’ve reached Shane and Tracy Leonard. We’re unavail–”



I disconnected the call. Obviously Ms. Kerr no longer lived at this address. Hunching my shoulders against the wind, I hurried back to my car. A minute later, I was on my way to Mary Jones’ address, although I mentally made a note to come back and try to follow up on the Kerr information later, if necessary.










Chapter 14



The address on Mary Jones’ hospital records turned out to be some kind of welding shop in an industrial area of town. A decal on the door identified the place as “Riley Fabricators” and announced that they had proudly been serving customers at this location for the past twenty years.



I frowned. This area didn’t look like it had ever been zoned as residential. Even if it had, the time frame for when the business had been in operation didn’t jibe with when Ms. Jones allegedly lived here. However, just the day before, I’d found out one of the women on my list had indeed resided at a business location. Thus, it made sense not to jump to conclusions. With that in mind, I went inside.



I found myself in a small waiting room containing three uncomfortable-looking chairs, a pot of what smelled like burnt coffee, and an old tube television sitting on a card table. To my left was a customer service desk (which was currently vacant), and behind it was an office with “Manager” posted on the door and a huge glass window looking out into the waiting room.



Directly across from me was another large glass window very similar to the one in the manager’s office, except it faced out into the fabrication shop. Looking through it, I saw about a dozen guys at work in a space about five thousand square feet in size, using blowtorches, arc welders, plasma cutters, and more.



After about a minute, a young guy came in from the shop floor through a door next to the window that I hadn’t noticed before.



“Can I help you?” he asked.



“I’d like to speak to the manager,” I said, giving him my sweetest smile.



He smiled back in return. “Ah, sure… Give me a sec.”



He went back out into the shop, where I saw him tap the shoulder of another man who, judging by his graying, unkempt beard, was somewhat older; he was also wearing goggles and operating what looked like a heat gun. The young guy pointed back in my direction, and the older man nodded.



The older man turned off the heat gun and laid it aside, then removed his goggles. He was a big guy, maybe a little over six feet in height and about two-fifty in weight. There were wrinkle lines in his face which, along with the beard, gave the impression that he was in late middle age. He began heading my way, and a few moments later he stepped into the shop.



The man looked at me, sizing me up before speaking. “You wanted to talk to me?”



“You’re the manager?” I asked.



“I’m Riley, the owner.”



I pointed at the decal on the door. “Have you really been here for twenty years?”



Riley smiled proudly. “Yep. Right here in this spot.”



“Did you ever have anyone living here, maybe seventeen years ago?”



A look of surprise came across Riley’s face. “Living here? Here? This is a fabrication shop, honey. We don’t rent rooms.”



“So you’ve never had anybody staying on the premises, even for a short period of time.”



“Well, I’ve occasionally had a guy or two get into a fight with their old lady and need a place to crash until things cooled down, but it’s never been permanent. A day or two at most.”



“What about just receiving their mail here? Have you ever had anyone do that?”



Riley frowned and shook his head, clearly confused. “Where are you getting this from?”



I pulled out Mary Jones’ hospital record, which I had folded and tucked into the back pocket of the jeans I was wearing.



“I’m looking for this woman,” I said, tilting the paper so he could see the information on it. “Mary Jones. It gave this as her address seventeen years ago.”



Riley started to shake his head. “Not here. I can count the number of women who’ve worked for me on one ha–”



Riley stopped in mid-sentence and drew in a harsh breath. His eyes widened, and he stared at the paper I was holding like it was a live grenade. At the same time, he seemed to collapse into himself, like some firm and sturdy part of his nature had unexpectedly dissolved.



“Let me see this,” he said, basically snatching the paper from my hand. “I need to make some phone calls.”



Without another word, he turned and headed to the office behind the customer service counter and shut the door. Through the window, I saw him tiredly flop into a beat-up executive chair that sat behind an equally worn desk. For a second, he looked as though he didn’t know where he was, and then he reached for the handset of a telephone sitting on the desk and began dialing.



Over the course of the next fifteen minutes, Riley spoke intermittently on the phone – occasionally making a call, sometimes answering one. However, during the interim, he never left the office, and when he wasn’t on the phone, he seemed to be staring into space – like there was some kind of spectacle going on that only he could see.



I must have been staring at him too fervently, because at some point Riley noticed the attention I was giving him. I tried to look away, but it was too late. He stood up and came out of the office.



“I actually may have some information for you,” he said. “Someone’s supposed to be calling me back any second now. Can I offer you something to drink while you’re waiting?”



“No, thanks,” I said. “I’m good.”



At that moment, the phone rang in the office, and Riley hurried back inside. Apparently, he was in a bit too much of a rush, because he forgot to close the office door. He answered the phone, and began speaking; I strained my ears trying to hear his side of the conversation but wasn’t really able to pick anything up. Suddenly, Riley gave me an odd look that sent chills down my spine. At the same time, through the open office door, I thought I heard him utter the words “still here.”



Alarm bells started going off in my head. Something was off here, but I wasn’t about to hang around to find out what it was. I got to my feet and stepped towards the door I had come in through.



Behind me, I heard the handset being forcibly slammed back into its holding case, followed by the sound of feet shuffling quickly out of the office.



“Hold up!” Riley shouted, but I was done waiting, (plus all my instincts told me that something bad was about to happen). I yanked open the door, preparing to leave as quickly as possible, and found my way barred.










Chapter 15



There were two of them, both men. The first was of average height and slender. He appeared to be in his late twenties, and carried what looked like a silver wand in his hand. There was a malicious grin on his face that put me in mind of someone who liked to pull the wings off flies.



The other man appeared to be in his mid-thirties. He was a little over six feet in height, well-muscled, and had sandy-colored hair. He had a handsome face, but its attractiveness was severely diminished by the coldness of his demeanor and a certain lack of empathy in his expression. His most distinguishing feature by far, however, was a wicked-looking scar that ran from one side of his throat to the other, making it clear that he’d been on the business end of a blade at some point in his past.



The two men advanced, coming into the waiting area. Almost in step with them, I retreated – as if we were doing an odd dance – until my back fetched up against the door leading to the shop floor.



“Come along, love,” said the slender man, speaking with a Cockney accent. “Let’s not make this difficult.” He held up the wand, which I now saw had a length of unknown cord attached to it.



I contemplated how to play this. I really didn’t want to get into a fight – not because I was afraid, but because I didn’t want to have to possibly explain a bunch of bruises to Esper.



“Hey,” Riley said, interrupting my thoughts. “Your boss promised me no rough stuff.”



“Shut up,” said the fellow with the scarred throat in a raspy, but menacing voice. He looked at Riley like he wanted to gouge the shop owner’s eyes out.



Trying to take advantage of the momentary distraction, I turned and reached for the doorknob, intending to dash out onto the shop floor. A sharp crack sounded, like a thundercloud had somehow found its way into the room. At the same time, something wrapped tightly around my wrist and yanked with enough force to spin me back around.



The guy with the Cockney accent was grinning mischievously. The cord from his wand, I saw now, was what had snagged my wrist. It was plainly a whip of some sort.



“You shouldn’t try to run when someone extends you an invitation,” said the guy with the accent. “Now you’ll have to be punished.”



I couldn’t see exactly what he did, but I felt a jolt of electricity coming into my body from the cord around my wrist. I almost laughed. To just about anyone else, the whip would have delivered a stinging shock. To me, it just tickled. These two obviously didn’t know who they were dealing with, but they were about to find out.



I sent a powerful surge of electricity back into the whip. I’m not sure what kind of device the Cockney fellow had generating electricity in the wand, but my actions had the desired effect of overloading it. The wand exploded in his hand, and he screeched in pain.



I shook my wrist, dislodging the whip from around it.



“Smiley,” said the Cockney fellow. “Get her.”



The guy with the scar – Smiley – took a step forward and I blasted him, sending enough juice through him to knock the average person out. Smiley, however, didn’t go down (although he did hunch over, groaning in pain for a second). I knew then that he – maybe his partner as well – was a super.



Smiley slowly straightened up, apparently recovering from the jolt I’d given him. He obviously had some heightened level of strength, stamina, and who knew what else. Not caring to discover the full range of his power set, I sent a powerful pulse into a nearby electrical socket. A second later, the entire place was covered in darkness as light bulbs either winked out suddenly or exploded in a shower of sparks.



I felt for the doorknob, yanked it open, and dashed out into the fabricating area. I couldn’t see anything, but I could sense the bioelectric fields of Riley’s employees (who were bemoaning the loss of power) all around me. Almost immediately, there was a crash, accompanied by the sound of splintering wood and the tinkle of broken glass. I instinctively knew what had happened: Smiley, preferring not to waste time dealing with annoyances like doorknobs, had simply smashed through the door (or the wall) and onto the shop floor.



Smiley’s antics caused a bit of mild panic in the fabricating area. Unable to see anything, the workers were frantically shouting as they tried to figure out what was going on.



“Whipcord,” I heard Smiley’s raspy voice boom out. “Light.”



“You got it,” said Whipcord (which was what the Cockney guy apparently went by). A second later, he held up a hand that seemed to glow of its own accord…and get brighter by the second.



I didn’t wait until the light became bright enough for me to be seen. Taking the initiative, I shot a bolt of electricity at Whipcord. He yelped as it blasted him into a wall, and then the light in his hand winked out, indicating that he was perhaps unconscious.



I congratulated myself on my quick thinking, but didn’t have time to gloat. The blast of electricity had given away my position. I instinctively dove to the ground – seemingly just in the nick of time, because as I hit the floor, I sensed Smiley soaring over me. A second later, a loud clattering sounded throughout the shop.



It wasn’t difficult to guess what had happened. Smiley had dove at my last known position. Instead of tackling me, however, he had banged into something else – a structure, a fabricated piece of equipment, or something along those lines. From what I could sense, he was still lying prone on the floor, groaning and barely moving. It seemed that he had pretty much knocked himself out cold.



The workers in the shop had seemingly had enough. Someone found a door that led from the fabricating floor to the outside, and they all fled. Thanking my lucky stars, I dashed out right behind them.



The door opened onto the back of the building. I circled back around the block, jumped into my car and zoomed away.










Chapter 16



Two hours after my adventure at Riley Fabricators, I was back in Li’s room with my two partners in crime, sitting at the breakfast table. I could have been back a lot sooner, but I had wanted to make sure I wasn’t being followed, so I had spent an hour making evasive maneuvers meant to shake any tail I might have picked up. It wasn’t a skill I got to practice often, so I sincerely hoped I remembered everything the League had taught me on the subject.



“So,” Smokey said after I explained what had happened, “you’re thinking that this Riley fellow knows something.”



“I suppose he could have just seen it as an opportunity to kidnap a young girl,” I said. “But I’m pretty sure his actions related to my questions about Mary Jones.”



“So what now?” Smokey asked.



“I have to go back,” I declared matter-of-factly. My run-in with Smiley and Whipcord had firmly convinced me that Mary Jones was the lead I needed to pursue. Ergo, I wasn’t even thinking about tracking down Kerri Kerr anymore.



Smokey shook his head. “Go back? Not by yourself. Not with two thuggish supers hanging around.”



“They’re probably long gone by now,” I said. “Besides, I was planning to go by after business hours.”



Smokey groaned and wiped his face with his hand. “Another break-in?”



“To the extent justification is needed,” Li chimed in, “I think the assault on Electra indicates that these are indeed criminally-minded individuals.”



“Thanks, Li,” I said, genuinely grateful for the support. “By the way, can you see what you can find out about that fabricator shop – alarm systems and so on?”



Li nodded. “Of course.” He then opened up his laptop, which was on the table in front of him, and began typing.



“Li’s finished copying the data from the tape,” Smokey said, switching topics slightly. “We should take it back tonight.”



“Let’s shoot for tomorrow,” I countered. “I’d rather go back to Riley’s tonight.”



“Why tonight?”



I shrugged. “I don’t know. Just a feeling. Like time is of the essence.”



“You may be right,” Li interjected, causing us both to turn towards him. “I would suggest turning the television on and watching the local news.”



*****



The three of us were gathered around Li’s television, watching continuing live coverage of an explosion that had taken place on the industrial side of town just a short time earlier. To be more precise, it had occurred at a longtime business known as Riley Fabricators. The owner, along with about a dozen employees, had been killed. (Li, while researching the fabrication shop as I had asked him to do, had started seeing reports of the blast. That, of course, had led to him telling us to turn on the news.)



The cause of the explosion had yet to be determined. According to one of the firemen on the scene, “Fabrication and welding shops often have combustible dust and gases in the air. It’s one of the hazards of working in such an environment.” In other words, the implication was that the explosion was an accident.



After listening a little longer (and realizing that the reporting was starting to become repetitive), I grabbed the remote and turned the television off.



“No way is that a coincidence,” Smokey said.



“Unlikely,” Li agreed.



I didn’t say anything; I just sat there on the sofa thinking how I’d just lost my last credible lead. I wasn’t quite sure where to go from this point, but there had to be some way to pick up the pieces. I was still trying to figure out exactly how to do that when I realized that Smokey was talking to me.



“I’m sorry,” I muttered. “What were you saying?”



“I was asking if it were possible that something you did set off the explosion,” Smokey said.



I stared at him, incredulously, and then practically screamed, “No!”



Smokey held up his hands defensively. “Alright, alright. I just had to ask. We can get back on point now, which is finding another way to track down Mary Jones.”



“There is always the phone directory,” Li suggested.



“That’s not a terrible idea,” Smokey said. “The problem is that Mary Jones is a very common name.”



“Hmmm,” I mumbled as a new thought occurred to me. “Maybe that’s the point.”



“What do you mean?” asked Li.



I leaned forward. “Let’s consider. We first appear to have a bogus phone number for Mary Jones, and then a bogus address. On top of that, we have the name itself – Mary Jones – which is very generic.”



“Assuming there is a pattern here,” Li said, “you think the name is fake as well.”



“So basically,” Smokey surmised, “Ms. Jones doesn’t want to be found.”



I nodded. “That would seem to be the case.”



“And she’s done a world-class job of covering up her tracks,” Smokey added. “We’ve got no name, no address, no phone number. We don’t even know what she looks like.”



I smiled. “But we know some people who do.”



A confused frown crossed Smokey’s face. “Who?”



“Well, she did go in for prenatal care,” I said.



Smokey shrugged. “So what does that mean?”



“The staff,” Li said, catching on. “The hospital staff would have seen her.”










Chapter 17



It was a reach, admittedly. The hospital staff at Sisters of Mercy must have seen thousands of patients – probably tens of thousands – every year. Expecting them to remember one in particular (especially in light of how much time had passed) was worse than trying to find a needle in a haystack; it was like trying to find a needle in a stack of needles. Nevertheless, we put our backs into it. Or at least Li did.



Scouring the hospital records, Li discovered the name of the treating physician, as well as the eight nurses who were on duty, when Mary Jones had come in for prenatal care. Further research online revealed that the doctor had retired and passed away a few years earlier, as had one of the nurses. Two other nurses had retired and moved away, while a third had retired and stayed in the local area; the remaining four were still working here in the city. Li pulled all their contact info into a spreadsheet and printed it out for me.



“I’ll start with those in the local area first,” I said, pulling out my cell phone as I looked over the list of names.



“What, you’re going to do it now?” Smokey asked.



I shrugged. “No time like the present. Plus, I don’t see any additional benefit in waiting until tomorrow.”



Li offered me the use of his bedroom for privacy, but I waved him off. I was only going to tell him and Smokey everything anyway, so they might as well listen in.



The first number I dialed was the retiree, a woman named Grace Carothers. The phone was answered on the second ring by a female who responded to my query by identifying herself as a home nurse and telling me that Mrs. Carothers had advanced Alzheimer’s. In short, her ability to answer any questions was virtually nil. I thanked the nurse and hung up.



The next two numbers were equally fruitless. One went straight to voicemail, prompting me to hang up since I didn’t want to leave a long, convoluted message about who I was and the purpose of my call. The other call was actually answered by the nurse I intended to reach, but – citing patient confidentiality – she refused to answer any questions or volunteer any information that could help me. With the following call, however, I hit the jackpot.



The nurse in question was named Pilar Gutierrez, and she was actually at work in the hospital when I called. (She was currently on a night-time rotation.) It turned out that her daughter – who had recently given birth to Mrs. Gutierrez’s first grandchild – tended to have a lot of questions about caring for the baby, so Mrs. Gutierrez had taken to forwarding all calls to her cell phone when she was on duty.



I took a moment to explain who I was and why I was calling. To my great surprise, she actually remembered Mary Jones. Even more, she was willing to discuss her with me.



“But I’m a little busy at the moment,” Mrs. Gutierrez said. “If you like, you can come by my house tomorrow before my shift and we can talk then.”



Excited beyond words, I thanked her and almost forgot to get her address before promising to meet her as suggested.



After getting off the phone, I did a fist-pump and shouted, “Yes!”



Smokey laughed, and even Li cracked what appeared to be a sincere smile at my schoolgirl excitement. At last we were making some serious progress.










Chapter 18



The next day, Wednesday, was aptly nicknamed “hump day” in my book because it felt like I might finally get over the obstacles in my path. I might finally get some notion of who I was.



Needless to say, I tried to get the school day to end faster by sheer strength of will. When it finally did, I dashed to my car and raced to a local diner called Jackman’s to meet Li and Smokey.



The diner was actually one of our favorite hangout spots, and was somewhat centrally located for our current purposes. Li was already there when I arrived, so we went inside and grabbed a booth. Smokey arrived a few minutes later.



We had about an hour to kill, so we used the time to go over our itinerary again. In addition to my anticipated visit with Mrs. Gutierrez, we had also decided that it was time to return the data tape to Locke Infinite. To that end, I had worn my stealth suit under my clothes all day – a decision that had presented me with several challenges in terms of both comfort and utility. In all honesty, however, I still had mixed emotions about taking the tape back. On the one hand, I hadn’t obtained it through the proper channels and didn’t have a legal right to it. On the flip side, it had provided such a wealth of information that I worried I’d be giving something up by returning it (despite the fact that Li assured me that he had copied it in its entirety).



I was still dealing with my internal tug-of-war when the time came for us to leave. I paid our tab (Smokey and I had shared an order of chili-cheese fries), and then we headed outside. Since we only needed one vehicle for our schedule of events, it was decided that Smokey would drive. Ergo, we piled into his car and hit the road.



*****



Ms. Gutierrez lived in a quiet residential area, in an aging but well-kept ranch-style home. As we pulled up in front of her house, Smokey – as he had during the entire drive here – once again tried to convince me not to go in by myself.



“This could be a setup,” he said. “Remember what happened yesterday at Riley’s.”



“Well, she’s only expecting me,” I said defensively. “I think three strangers showing up, barging into her home, and then drilling her with questions is not really going to put her at ease.”



Smokey snorted derisively. “And how at ease will you be if you step inside and there’s a dozen guys standing around with blackjacks, brass knuckles, and lead pipes?”



I held up a hand and let electricity visibly arc across my fingertips. “In that case, I guess we’ll find out how well brass and lead conduct electricity.” With that, I got out of the car and walked to the door.



I pressed the doorbell and heard a two-tone note sound inside the house. Scant seconds later, Mrs. Gutierrez opened the door.



She was an attractive woman who appeared to be in her early fifties. She had a few wisps of gray in her otherwise dark hair that hung down to her shoulders, but carried herself with a youthful vigor. She also had a gentle smile and – most of all – extremely kind eyes.



“You must be Alexis,” she said, smiling brightly. “Please, come in.”



“Thank you,” I said, and went inside.



She closed the door and offered to take my coat. As she went to hang it up, I took a quick look around, noting that the entry of the home opened up into a sizeable family room. The space seemed to center on a large, sectional couch that was covered with plush-looking pillows. From what I could see, Mrs. Gutierrez seemed to keep an exceptionally neat and tidy home. The only thing that struck me as a little odd was the photos.



Simply put, there were framed photos everywhere, from the coffee table to the end table to the built-in bookshelves along one wall. Almost every flat, level surface had at least one photo on it.



Noting a photo on the fireplace mantel in a much larger frame than the others, I walked over and took a look at it. It showed Mrs. Gutierrez in her much-younger years and looking very beautiful in a gorgeous wedding dress. Next to her was an extraordinarily handsome man in a tuxedo.



“Ah,” she said, coming up behind me. “Look how handsome my Esteban was back then.”



“Your husband?” I asked.



“Yes. He passed away about ten years ago. Cancer.”



“I’m sorry,” I said sincerely.



“Don’t be,” she said with a smile, and then began guiding me towards the couch. “He lived a full life, we had three beautiful children, and he left us well taken care of.”



She tossed some of the pillows aside and then sat down on the couch. I followed her lead, sitting down next to her. Unsure of how to begin the conversation, I glanced around nervously for a moment.



“Oh, I know how it must look,” she said, gesturing at the photos all around. “That I have some weird obsession.”



“No, not at all,” I insisted.



“It’s okay. I’m used to it,” she said. “The truth, however, is that Esteban and I, we loved our children. We went to all their events – plays, musicals, recitals. My husband was a photographer, and a very good one. He had the ability to capture the entire essence of a moment in a single shot, so that he could preserve for posterity everything that our kids were involved in.”



“He did a very good job,” I said, pointing at one of the photos on the coffee table.



Mrs. Gutierrez laughed heartily, catching me somewhat by surprise. “It’s kind of you to say, but that picture is my work, and I know that it’s mediocre, at best. You see, after my husband passed on, I took on the job of family photographer. However, I was nowhere near his skill level, and I learned very quickly that I just didn’t have the eye to do what he did. However, what I lacked in skill, I decided to make up for in volume. Maybe I couldn’t capture the moment in a single frame, but I could damn sure capture it in ten!”



Now it was my turn to laugh. “Thank you,” I said, chortling. “I think I understand. By the way, where are your children now?”



Suddenly, Mrs. Gutierrez was beaming with pride. “My oldest – the new mom – is a guidance counselor on the West Coast. My son is an officer in the Army. And my youngest is in undergrad, following in my footsteps and studying to be a nurse.”



“You must be very proud.”



“I am. But enough about me – we’re supposed to be talking about you.” She took a moment to look me over, eyeing me almost critically. “So, you’re Mary Jones’ daughter.”



“Yes,” I said. “I mean, maybe. I don’t know.” I took a deep breath. “What can you tell me about her?”



A wistful expression crossed Mrs. Gutierrez’s face. “She was a beautiful girl. Flawless skin; fashion-model features; lustrous, dark hair… In that way, you’re very much like her.”



“Thank you,” I mumbled, somewhat embarrassed by the compliment. “But you must have seen thousands of patients over the years. How is that you remember her after all this time?”



Suddenly my host’s demeanor changed, becoming more somber. “Are you sure you want to know about this?” she asked. “You’re not going to like what you hear.”



I swallowed and nodded. “It’s fine. Just tell me.”



Mrs. Gutierrez let out a deep breath, then looked down at her hands for a moment, as if what she was about to say pained her. “Over the years, I’ve seen countless expectant mothers – even been one myself – and one thing almost all of them have in common is an all-encompassing love for their child. There’s almost nothing they won’t do for the baby they’re carrying. In fact, I can count on one hand the number of times I saw a pregnant woman who expressed anything less than undying affection for her baby. But Mary Jones? She was in a class by herself.”



“Go on,” I said, knowing exactly what I was about to hear.



“Mary acted like she hated that baby. She had no qualms about mentioning how she wanted absolutely nothing to do with it. And she would say it in a matter-of-fact tone, like she was simply commenting on the weather.”



I blinked, trying to find something to soften the blow of the words I was hearing. “Maybe…maybe it had something to do with the father. Maybe he abandoned her, or…”



Mrs. Gutierrez shrugged. “Maybe, but I don’t think so. She mentioned him once or twice, stating how she dreaded having to tell him that she’d felt the baby move or things of that nature, because then he’d get all sentimental. Truth be told, it sounded like she despised him almost as much as she detested the baby and reviled being pregnant.”



“So why’d she even bother with prenatal care if that’s how she felt?”



“I don’t know, but it seemed like she used the office visits – the things she learned when she came in – as a way to try to harm the baby.”



My brow wrinkled in confusion. “What do you mean?”



“It’s not anything I could ever prove, but just little things that happened. Take the Gross Meta recall, for example. There was a recall of prena–”



“I know about Gross Meta,” I said, cutting her off.



“Well, we told Mary about the recall – about the danger of excess Vitamin A. But when she came in for her next visit, her vitamin levels were even higher. It was as if, once she found out it could harm the baby, she doubled down on the dosage she took.”



I was having trouble concentrating. This wasn’t anything at all like I expected to hear. I mean, I’d always understood there was a possibility that my birth mother had willingly given me up for adoption or something. But learning that she may have tried to kill me in the womb? It was too much.



I licked my lips, trying to focus on my next question. “What, uh, what happened to her?”



Mrs. Gutierrez shrugged. “Don’t know. We got to her final trimester – at which point she would have started coming in every two weeks instead of every month, like before – and she just vanished. Never showed up again. When we tried to call her, we discovered that the phone number that we had for her was disconnected, and she didn’t respond to any of the letters we sent to her address after that. We just assumed that she simply moved away.”



I nodded in understanding, but something about what she’d just said was tickling my brain. Then it came to me.



“A moment ago, you mentioned that Mary Jones didn’t respond to your letters ‘after that,’” I said. “Was she responding to mail – postal mail – that you sent her before she vanished?”



Mrs. Gutierrez seemed to reflect for a moment before answering. “If I remember correctly, yes. I think there were a couple of times we sent her some forms to complete and she’d always show up with them filled out at the next visit.”



“And you sent them to her home address?”



“I suppose. It would have been whatever address we had on file for her. Whether it was her home address or not, I really couldn’t say.”



I absentmindedly ran my fingers through my hair, thinking on what that meant. Knowing that Mary Jones’ “home” address was Riley’s shop clearly indicated at least one fact: Riley had certainly known something. Unfortunately, there was no getting any information from him now.



“Well, I’ve been trying to track her down,” I said. “From what I’ve been able to find out, it doesn’t look like she ever gave you guys her real address. The phone number was probably bogus as well. And the name – Mary Jones?”



“Let me guess,” my host said. “That’s fake, too.”



“Most likely.”



She sighed. “That’s going to make it hard to find her.”



“Well, do you recall anything about her that might help locate her? Did she ever mention any relatives or where she was from?”



Mrs. Gutierrez shook her head. “Not that I recall, but she wasn’t really one for small talk. Plus, it was almost twenty years ago.”



“How about distinguishing features or characteristics”



“No…”



“A birthmark? A scar?”



“No, I’m sorry. It’s just been too lo–”



Mrs. Gutierrez stopped mid-sentence and frowned; her eyes shifted back and forth quickly, as if she was trying to work out a difficult math problem in her head. I kept silent, not wanting to break her concentration. However, after maybe thirty seconds had gone by and she still hadn’t said anything, my curiosity got the better of me.



“What is it?” I asked.



My question seemed to startle Mrs. Gutierrez slightly; she had clearly been in her own world for a few moments there.



“A tattoo,” she finally said. “Mary had a tattoo.”



“What did it look like?”



She made a vague gesture with her hands. “I don’t remember exactly. It was a small thing, on her wrist – something like a funny-looking snake wrapped around a ball or something, with the snake’s head sticking up on top.”



“Anything else?”



She shook her head. “No, I’m sorry.”



“No, no, no. This is extremely helpful.”



We spent a few more minutes talking, but it was clear that I had gotten as much useful information as possible from Mrs. Gutierrez, and it had been far more than I ever anticipated. I thanked her for her time and left.










Chapter 19



I filled my companions in on my conversation with Mrs. Gutierrez as we drove to Locke Infinite (or rather, the lot where we’d parked the last time). Smokey gave me a sympathetic glance when I mentioned Mary Jones’ attitude towards her baby, but he didn’t say anything. I didn’t want to dwell on it anyway; we were about to head back into Locke Infinite, and I needed to get my game face on, not spend time fretting about how a woman who may or may not have been my mother had treated her unborn child.



Getting inside the storage facility was essentially a repeat of our antics from a few nights before. From hiding our clothes by the tree to shutting off the power to slipping into the vault wearing our stealth suits and night vision goggles, it was as if some celestial being had hit the “Replay” button on a cosmic remote. In short, within just a few minutes of entering the place, we had returned the data tape to the box we’d found it in and were on our way out. We were just about to exit the building when something akin to an air raid siren sounded from outside for about ten seconds.



Hand on the door, Smokey turned to me and Li in alarm. “What the hell was that?”



“Judging from the decibel range and the sound wave produced, I would surmise it was an air horn,” Li said.



Even with the goggles on, Smokey appeared confused. “Why would anybody be sounding an air horn at this place?”



“Because the security system is down!” I whispered fiercely. When Smokey still didn’t seem to understand, I hissed, “It’s a makeshift alarm, you idiot! They know someone’s here! We gotta go!”



As if to give credence to my words, we heard footsteps coming from the nearby interior, and a second later, the wandering beams of flashlights came into view.



Taking the initiative, I pushed the door open and dashed outside. Smokey, remembering his role on this mission, immediately began blanketing the area, surrounding us with mist. (As far as I knew, all the cameras were still off, but it didn’t hurt to take extra precautions.)



I was about to start running towards the tree where our street clothes were hidden when I felt a couple of familiar bioelectric fields nearby. Looking in their direction, I heard a grunt of pain and saw a man in the uniform of a security guard flop onto the frost-covered ground about twenty feet from us. Lying next to him was another fellow – unconscious – dressed in a similar uniform, as well as a couple of flashlights and, presumably, the air horn we’d just heard.



Standing over the unconscious guards were two people I knew – the sources of the bioelectric fields I had recognized a few seconds earlier: Whipcord and Smiley.



They were dressed somewhat similar to us, although they wore black bodysuits that probably didn’t have a stealth design (and made them look more like burglars). From the way they looked in our direction, however, it seemed that the goggles they wore allowed them to see as well as us. (And if there was any doubt on the subject, it was cleared up when a Cockney accent cut through the night air a moment later.)



“Hello, love,” Whipcord said, somehow recognizing me. “Fancy meeting you here.”



My companions and I turned to face the two men, fanning out as we did so. At the same time, another air horn sounded off to our right; taking a moment to glance in that direction, I saw multiple flashlight beams heading swiftly in our direction.



We didn’t have time to play around; we needed to leave, and fast. With that in mind, I suddenly sent two powerful arcs of electricity, one from each hand, hurtling towards the two men facing us.



Displaying cat-like reflexes, both of my targets dove away, causing me to miss. Whipcord hit the ground and rolled, coming up with his whip in his hand. He flicked his wrist, and the lash came sailing out – far longer than I thought it could – and struck me in the side. I gasped in pain and dropped down to one knee, feeling as though a knife had just sliced me open and someone had stuck a red-hot poker inside.



Whipcord grinned evilly. “Stings a little, don’t it, love?” He drew back his hand to strike again. At the same time, Smiley rushed towards me.



I tried to pull myself together, but the pain in my side was too much. I couldn’t focus enough to bring my power to bear. All I could do was stare as the lash of Whipcord’s weapon headed for me again, while Smiley charged.



All of a sudden, something slammed into Smiley like a freight train, ramming him aside. Before I could get a sense of what it was, however, I received a forceful shove that sent me sprawling onto the ground. Still clutching my side in pain, I rolled over and looked around, trying to get a sense of what was going on.



It wasn’t clear whether Smiley and Whipcord had simply failed to notice my friends or had dismissed them as non-threats. Whatever the reason, they had obviously misjudged the situation, as Li was now wrangling with Smiley, while Smokey – holding the lash of the whip – was in a tug-of-war with Whipcord for the weapon.



It only took a second for me to realize what had happened: Li had obviously been the object that had tackled Smiley. Smokey, on his part, had apparently pushed me out of the way and then – showing more dexterity than I would have given him credit for – caught the lash of the whip as it struck. (The only thing that probably saved his hands was the fact that we were all wearing gloves. Still, judging from the number the whip had done on me, it had to have hurt like the devil.)



I started sending electricity, internally, to the area hit by the whip. (This is a pain management technique, as electricity interferes with the signals sent from nerves to the brain. If the brain doesn’t get the signal, it doesn’t know to tell you that you’re hurt.) Almost immediately, the pain started to diminish.



Still holding my side, I struggled to get to my feet. Without warning, I saw Smokey arch his back and let out a painful scream as his body seemed to tremble almost spasmodically. I realized then that Whipcord was zapping my friend through the whip as he had tried to do to me at Riley’s shop. Before I could do anything, however, Smokey’s body seemed to vanish in a puff of…well, smoke. His empty stealth suit and goggles flopped to the ground.



“Glory be!” said Whipcord, plainly surprised at what had happened. “Never had one disintegrate on me before.”



He gave me his sinister grin again, apparently failing to notice that the puff of smoke from my companion’s “disintegrated” body had moved towards him. Before he could do anything, it swirled up around him, and I saw a pair of mist-like hands rip his goggles off. The next second, Whipcord began screaming. He dropped his weapon and began rubbing his eyes fiercely, wailing in anguish.



The cloud moved over to where Li and Smiley were locked in hand-to-hand combat, with the latter plainly disturbed by the fact that this pipsqueak of a kid was able to go toe-to-toe with him. A moment later, Smiley’s goggles were abruptly removed and he, too, began clutching his eyes and howling in pain.



Another air horn sounded, this one very close to us. When I looked in the direction that the sound had come from, I saw that several guards with flashlights were almost on us.



I looked to where Smokey’s suit was and noticed that his body was once again in it. He stood up and dusted his hands.



“That’ll take care of those two for a while,” he whispered, smiling. In his vaporous form, Smokey’s effect on people could be as mild as a summer mist or as caustic as a vat of acid. In dealing with our two assailants, he had seemingly chosen something near the category of the latter, as they looked as though someone had burned their eyes out.



“It is probably advisable that we now resume our original plan and depart the premises,” Li said.



Neither I nor Smokey needed to be told twice. Still, Smokey took a second to grab the air horn I had seen on the ground earlier. He raised it up into the air and squeezed the trigger, causing a short but deafening burst of sound that made me cover my ears.



“Over here!” Smokey shouted in the direction of the approaching guards, who altered course slightly towards the sound of his voice.



Confident that Smokey’s antics would lead the guards right to my new BFFs, we hightailed it back the way we had come, with Smokey again providing smog-like cover.










Chapter 20



Esper was waiting for me when I got home, sitting on the living room sofa, reading a book.



“Finally,” she said as I walked in. “I thought you’d never get here.”



“What?” I asked, trying to walk without revealing the pain in my side. “Is something wrong?”



She shook her head. “No, I was just hoping we could talk.”



“About what?”



“Anything. You’ve just been on the go so much these past few days that I barely see you. It’s starting to feel like I live with a ghost – albeit one that only leaves dirty dishes in the sink.”



I laughed. “Sorry. I guess I have been distracted lately and slacking off on chores.”



“That’s okay,” she said. “So what’s going on?”



Mentally I let out a frustrated breath. Every now and then – particularly if she felt I was being distant – Esper would decide to have one of these little fireside chats. I understood what she was doing and most times I appreciated her efforts to keep our bond strong, but it really had been a long day.



Still, I knew Esper would be like a dog with a bone and wouldn’t let go until we had discussed something “meaningful.” That being the case, I told her, truthfully, that I missed my boyfriend terribly.



“I understand that,” she said. “But separation from someone you love – whether by distance, time, or some other factor – doesn’t have to be completely wretched or agonizing. You can use that separation as a time to find unique and special ways to nurture and grow your affection, so that when you and that person are reunited it’s as though you’ve never been apart.”



I stared at Esper in surprise. Her advice was far more profound than I had anticipated, and I said as much.



“What did you think?” she asked in response, laughing. “That you’re the only person who’s ever been young and in love?”



“No, not the only one,” I said. “I just never thought you were a member of the club.”



She laughed again, and a few seconds later, I started giggling as well.



We chatted for perhaps another half hour – right up until a shrill beeping noise sounded from Esper’s League communicator, cutting her off in mid-sentence. I knew what that meant: emergency mission. I gave her a quick hug and told her goodnight. I then went up to my room and, after a hasty shower, crawled into bed and was asleep within minutes.



*****



I woke up the next morning feeling significantly better than I had when I’d gone to bed. My side was still tender and there was a wicked bruise where Whipcord had lashed me. However, he hadn’t broken the skin, so I suspected I’d heal without a scar.



I raced through my regular morning routine, got dressed, and then gave Li a call. After I had shared with him and Smokey the details of my conversation with Mrs. Gutierrez, Li had promised to put some time into investigating the tattoo Mary Jones purportedly had on her wrist. I crossed my fingers for luck as he answered the phone.



“Unfortunately,” Li began, after we exchanged pleasantries, “I was unable to make much headway. Serpents in general are a very popular motif amongst tattoo artists and patrons – even more so among the criminal element, although I do not mean to imply that Mary Jones was such.”



“It’s okay,” I told him. “So what else were you able to find?”



“Nothing quite along the lines of what you described. Even in the League databases, I could find no instances of a serpent encircling a mere ball.”



I let out a groan of frustration. This was looking like another dead end.



“However,” Li continued, “bearing in mind the propensity for human error and faulty memory, I decided to substitute a different but similar object in place of the ‘ball’ Mrs. Gutierrez recalled seeing: the Earth.”



I nodded to myself, thinking that made sense. “And?”



“This led to my search results being populated with quite a few images. Thus, the obvious conclusion is that the tattoo actually contained a likeness of the planet.”



“That sounds reasonable to me.”



“To me as well. Sadly, based on the information you provided, I lacked the ability to refine this particular search any further. There are simply too many variables.”



“So that’s it? Our last lead is a dead end?”



“The last lead you provided is a dead end. Fortunately for you, I was able to procure one which is not.”



I frowned, not quite sure I was hearing him right. “Li, are you saying you picked up some additional info?”



“Yes.”



“Where?” I asked excitedly. “How?”



“During my encounter with Smiley, the sleeve of his garment slid up his arm at one point, revealing a tattoo on his wrist.”



“Was it a snake? A snake wrapped around the Earth?”



“No, it was a cephalopod.”



I frowned, mentally stumbling over the term Li had used. “You mean an octopus?” I asked. (Thank heavens for tenth grade Biology!)



“A squid, to be precise – with its tentacles encircling the planet.”



My eyebrows went up in surprise. Li may have found her memory faulty, but Mrs. Gutierrez had actually come pretty close to hitting the mark, in my opinion.



“Moreover,” Li continued, “when I ran a search on that symbol through various databases, including that of the Alpha League, I came up with nine matches.”



“Nine? That’s great!”



“I thought so, too, initially. However, the nine matches are over a four-decade period, with the last coming seven years ago.”



“So, is there any way we can talk to these people? Where are they now?”



Li was silent for a moment. “This is probably a good juncture for you to note – and recognize how unlikely it is to be a coincidence – that all nine were criminals. The tattoos were documented when they were arrested for various crimes.”



“I understand. You’re worried that I might put myself in harm’s way by trying to talk to them.”



“The odds of that are minuscule, since most of them are deceased.”



My eyes bulged as Li’s words sank in. “What?!”



“Two of the nine were actually broken out of jail mere hours after their arrests. The other seven all died within a week of being arrested and while still in custody.”



“How did they die?”



“Freak accidents,” Li said matter-of-factly.



“What – all of them?”



“Yes. One drowned in the toilet in his cell.”



Eww, I thought.



“Another was killed when a security camera fell from its wall mounting and struck him in the head. A third died after being struck by a meteorite fragment while being transpor–”



“Enough,” I said, cutting him off. “There’s no way all of those were accidents.”



“The odds of them all being so are astronomical. Thus, you are probably correct.”



I let out a frustrated grunt. Every time a door seemed to open for us, two more would shut.



“So what now?” I asked. “What are our options?”



“As difficult as it is to believe,” Li replied, “I have exhausted all options at my disposal. I have explored all relevant databases, data storage banks, and information repositories. Technologically, there are no alternative paths for us to pursue.”



I closed my eyes for a moment, thinking. “Hmmm. Maybe there are no technological options…”



An idea was starting to form in my mind. I asked Li to text me a picture of the tattoo with the squid, then I hung up and headed for school.










Chapter 21



Esper would have flipped her lid about me using my cell phone while driving, but I called Smokey while en route to my school anyway. He was behind the wheel as well when he answered, causing me to snicker.



“Any idea how your friends found us last night?” he asked after I stopped giggling.



“No idea,” I answered. “There’s no way they followed me the other day, so I’m at a loss. Anyway, how are the hands?”



“I’ve got some nasty welts,” he said, “but they’ll heal. The main thing is, I can still drive.”



“Yes, it would be awful if your mom had to take you to school.”



We both laughed at that, and then I spent thirty seconds bringing him up to speed on what Li had found out.



“It sounds like we’ve reached an impasse for now,” he said when I finished. “So, since it appears that there’s nothing on deck for this evening, I may skip our daily brainstorming session.”



I raised an eyebrow in surprise. “Oh?”



“Yeah. Sarah’s been screaming that she hasn’t seen me lately, so I have to put in an appearance.”



“Right,” I said sarcastically. “Like you guys aren’t video conferencing every night on the computer, on the phone, your tablets…”



“It’s not the same. She wants face time, and so do I.”



I let out a deep breath. I had a tendency to forget that not everyone’s significant other was on the other side of the universe. There were couples with less distance between them who wanted (and needed) to make time for each other.



“That’s fine,” I said. “I can handle tonight’s agenda on my own.”



“Hmmm,” Smokey murmured, sounding concerned. “I’m almost afraid to ask, but what’s on the itinerary for tonight?”



“Well,” I began, “Li mentioned that he had exhausted all technological options. Being a machine, I guess he overlooked the possibility of biological alternatives.”



“Biological? You mean people?”



“Unless you know of a way to get animals, insects, and trees to talk.”



“So you want to find someone to talk to about that squid tattoo? You do realize that the people sporting those tattoos were all criminals, right? That means the only people who are going to know anything about it are probably criminals as well.”



“I got that part.”



“So what are you going to do – go down to a couple of dive bars where a bunch of lowlifes hang out and start asking questions?”



I sat there quietly, unsure of how to respond.



“Oh, come on!” Smokey screamed through the phone. “You’ve got to be kidding!”



“I’m not. And I’m too close to finding something out to quit now.”



“Let’s think about this for a second. That guy who had that tattoo last night – Smiley – was a super. A supervillain, to be precise. That probably means you’ll have to go to one of the places that caters to that ilk.”



“So you do understand.”



“But apparently you don’t. No one at those places is going to start answering your questions just because you asked nicely. They don’t know you! That means that if you go down there sticking your nose where it doesn’t belong, they’re going to try to cut it off. Remember the last time we did that?”



“Yeah,” I said, reflecting back on a time shortly before my boyfriend had left, when he, Smokey, and I had gone into a supervillain hangout spot called the Doomsday Device in order to get some information. “And if I remember correctly, we came out with the goods.”



“By the skin of our teeth. We stuck out like a belly dancer at a bar mitzvah, which is what will happen if you try it again. You won’t fit in. The only people who hang out at those places are supervillains and their groupies – and maybe some pathetic wannabes.”



“Hmmm,” I said, as Smokey’s words gave me an idea. “Maybe you’ve got a point.”



“Of course I do. You can thank me later for talking you out of doing anything stupid.”



I laughed, told him to tell his girlfriend Sarah “Hi” for me, and hung up.










Chapter 22



I was freezing my tush off by the time I stepped inside the Megalo Maniac that evening, even though I had only parked about a block away.



After school I had raced home, and then dug through my closet looking for something that screamed “supervillain groupie.” Tearing a page out of Vestibule’s book, I had ended up settling on a black miniskirt that I’d actually outgrown two years earlier, and a white tube top that had apparently been a boa constrictor in a previous life. Covering it all up was a faux fur jacket that – I later learned – was little more than a sieve in the winter air. Feeling that I now looked the part, I had left home on a mission to find out something about that stupid squid tattoo.



I had decided to make the Meg-Man the first (and hopefully only) stop on my little fact-finding mission. It had a well-known reputation as a place where super-powered criminals hung out, so I felt sure someone there would know something about the tattoo – if I could get anyone to talk to me.



Once inside, I had to acknowledge that the place was not as bad as I would have expected. It was relatively clean, fairly neat in appearance, and less boisterous than I’d been led to believe. Then again, it was still somewhat early.



Glancing around, I saw that the vast majority of the patrons were men, most of whom were sitting at either tables or booths. Judging from the few women present (and the clothes they wore), my outfit could practically be considered formal wear.



Not sure where to start (but needing to step away from the entrance before I started drawing attention), I walked towards the back of the room, where the bar was located. I flopped down on an empty stool and tried to plot my next move. However, I’d only been sitting for a second before the bartender – a young woman in her twenties with a blond Mohawk and a nose ring – approached me.



“What’ll you have?” she asked.



I sat pensively for a moment, thinking. I seriously doubted that they had any qualms about serving a minor in this place, and I needed to keep up appearances. At the same time, however, I needed to keep my head on straight.



I was still contemplating what do when the bartender asked her question a second time.



“I’m thinking,” I replied, looking away in case my indecisiveness gave something away.



The bartender laughed. “I get it,” she said. “You’re waiting on one of the guys here to buy you a drink. Well, I wouldn’t worry about it. The way you look, they’ll be offering to buy you the bar before the night’s done.”



“I couldn’t agree more,” said a voice behind me.



I turned and saw a big fellow with a scraggly beard and tobacco-stained teeth standing there. He had a large, bulbous nose and appeared to be in his early forties. A large bangle-like earring dangled from his left lobe, and I noticed that his left eye was green while the right one was brown. He smiled in a way that was probably intended to appear friendly, but instead looked menacing.



“Why don’t you let ole Stan here buy you a drink?” he asked. “Then we can go back to my booth and get to know each other.”



“I’ll give her a drink on your tab,” the bartender said to Stan. “But nobody wants to spend time with a smelly old skunk like you.”



“Don’t judge a book by its cover,” Stan said. “Spending time with me could be” – he looked at me and gave me a wink – “electrifying.” With that he turned and, presumably, went back to his booth.



I sat there in stunned silence. Stan’s choice of words couldn’t have been a coincidence. He obviously knew something about me. Curious, I stood up to follow him just as the bartender placed a drink in front of me.



“Take it,” she said. “It’s on Stan’s tab, so you might as well.”



I grabbed the glass and then glanced around the Meg-Man. After a few seconds, I spotted Stan sitting alone in a booth near the rear exit. I went over and sat down across from him, placing my drink on the table.



“About time,” he said. “I was wondering how long it would take you to get the hint, Electra.”










Chapter 23



I stared at Stan in surprise. He had spoken to me in a very familiar tone (and even called me by name), but I had no idea who he was. I knew a couple of shapeshifters – including my boyfriend Jim – but I can typically recognize them by their bioelectric signatures, which rarely change and are as distinctive as photographs to me. Again, he wasn’t anyone that I recognized.



However, before I could ask the obvious question, he said, “Check your text messages.”



Completely confused, I pulled out my phone and saw that I had one text message that had just been received. The phone indicated that the sender was “BT” and the message was three simple words: This is me.



I looked at “Stan” (who smiled at me, this time in a way I interpreted as friendly).



“BT?” I asked quizzically.



“In the flesh,” Stan said with a smile.



All of a sudden, I felt a tenseness leave my body that I hadn’t even realized was present. I lowered my head, suddenly feeling relieved of a burden I hadn’t known I was carrying.



BT (better known as Braintrust) was a large cluster of clones sharing a single hive mind. Although the BT “unit” I was familiar with (and presumably the one that had sent me the text message) was female, I knew that Braintrust’s clones actually consisted of both genders. BT had been a friend of my boyfriend’s family for a long time, and – thanks to Jim – had recently developed a close working relationship with the Alpha League.



“What are you doing here?” I asked.



“I can’t hear you,” BT said. “Why don’t you come a little closer?”



He slid farther into his side of the booth, patted the seat next to him, and then gave me a wink.



Of course – I was purportedly a groupie, so I needed to play the role. I let out an exasperated breath and then switched seats, sliding into the booth next to him like we were a couple. Playing up his role, BT placed an arm around my shoulder.



“What are you doing here?” I repeated.



“I’m here because of you, of course.”



That caught me by surprise. “Me? How’d you even know I’d be…”



I trailed off as the answer came to me out of the blue.



“Smokey,” I said in a firm, no-nonsense tone. I didn’t even bother asking how BT knew I’d show up here; he’d probably had a clone sitting in every dive bar in town, waiting on me.



“Yeah, Smokey ratted you out,” BT confirmed, twirling my hair around the index finger of his free hand. “He was worried you’d do something stupid – like show up in a supervillain bar and start asking questions.”



“Well, I need answers, and the only way to get them is by asking questions.”



“Then why didn’t you ask me?”



It was a valid question. Information was BT’s stock in trade. It was all he truly cared about. More to the point, there was little he didn’t know or couldn’t find out.



BT traced the outline of my jaw with his finger, bringing me back to myself.



“Stop it,” I said, laughing as I pushed his hand away. I didn’t consider his little caresses inappropriate (he was playing a role, after all), just over-familiar, in a humorous way. “As to why I didn’t ask you, I was worried you’d tell someone – namely Esper. I didn’t want her, or anyone else, trying to shut me down this time.”



BT simply nodded. “Alright, I get that. Now, show me what you’ve got.”



I brought up the picture of the tattoo on my phone and showed it to him.



“Do you recognize it?” I asked.



He nodded. “Of course. It’s an emblem – the insignia of a secret society known as Novercalis.”



I shook my head. “I’ve never heard of them.”



“That’s the point. They’re incredibly furtive, and they’ve become adept at keeping even their existence a secret.”



“So what’s their goal?”



“It’s not explicitly clear, but we do have at least two hints. First of all, there’s the name of their organization: Novercalis. It means ‘malevolent’ in Latin.”



“That doesn’t bode well. What’s the second hint?”



He tapped the image on my phone. “Their emblem.”



“What, the little squid thing?”



“First of all, it’s a kraken, which is a legendary sea monster. Secondly, the image shows the creature’s tentacles wrapping around the entire planet, which can be loosely interpreted as world control or world domination.”



“Well, with a name that means ‘malevolent,’ what did you expect – flowers and bunnies?”



“You wish. This is a group that lives up to its name, as evidenced by the way it treats its own members.”



“What do you mean?”



“Over the years, Novercalis members have been arrested a number of times. A couple were broken out of jail – and evidence seems to indicate that those who escaped were high-ranking members of the organization – but all of the others died.”



“Yeah, I know – a bunch of freak accidents that are statistically improbable.”



BT nodded. “Exactly. They were killed to make sure none of the organization’s secrets got out.”



My brow crinkled in thought. “My mother had that tattoo. Maybe she was compromised in some way and Novercalis had her killed. That would certainly explain a lot – such as the circumstances under which I was found.”



“Well, have you talked to the people who might know more? Those who were there when you were found? They might have some information you could use.”



“I’ve tried, lots of times, but no one will tell me anything. They all seem to think they’re protecting me from something.”



“Well, who have you talked to?”



“Everyone that I know who was there! Alpha Prime, Esper…”



I quickly ticked off the list of Alpha League members who had been present when I was found. When I finished, BT scratched his chin for a second.



“You forgot Vir,” he said. “He was there.”



“I know,” I said. “But you can’t get info from a dead man – unless you know how to conduct a séance.”



BT looked at me in surprise. “Vir’s not dead.”



“What?!” I exclaimed, taken completely by surprise.



“I said Vir’s not dead,” BT repeated. “He’s in prison.”










Chapter 24



My conversation with BT ended shortly after his revelation about Vir. However, as I was preparing to leave, BT had told me that I needed to stay in keeping with my role.



“Most groupies don’t simply walk out alone,” he said. “Either they leave with someone or they exit in dramatic fashion.”



Long story short, he’d had me throw my drink in his face and then slap him – hard – before storming out of the place amid throngs of laughter. (On my part, I had to admit that it felt good to take my frustration out on somebody.)



On the drive back home, I thought about what I’d learned over the past few days. I knew a lot more than I did just a week ago, but for every step forward I always seemed to be taking two steps back. (That wasn’t really true; it just felt like that’s what was happening.) As I contemplated what my next move should be, a plan of action started forming in my mind.



By the time I got home, I knew exactly what I wanted to do. Esper wasn’t there when I arrived (presumably she was still on assignment), which made my decision all the easier. That said, I still needed an assist or two if I was going to pull this off. I pulled out my cell phone and made two calls.



*****



Bright and early the next morning – well before dawn – I left home and headed to a private airfield, where a jet was waiting for me. I gave the flight crew our destination, and we were wheels up less than fifteen minutes after I boarded.



Arranging a private jet had been the first of the phone calls I had made the night before. During my last adventure with my boyfriend, Alpha Prime (who was filthy rich) had given us the use of a private aircraft. As part of his largesse, we had received a phone number we could dial whenever we needed the plane. It was a stretch to think that AP’s generosity was meant to extend into perpetuity. (In fact, we had been specifically told that plane would only be at our disposal for a few days.) However, I still had the phone number, and when I’d dialed it the night before I discovered that the permissions had never been revoked. So, have plane, will travel.



My other call had been to Braintrust. After explaining what I wanted, BT had assured me it could be arranged. I hadn’t gotten any kind of confirmation of that, but I would find out soon enough.



After about two hours, we touched down at a private airstrip just outside of a small city in the southwest part of the country. As I exited the plane, I saw a clean-shaven young man dressed as a chauffeur standing next to a black SUV. Apparently this was my ride.



The driver opened the rear door as I approached, and then closed it firmly but gently once I was inside. A moment later, he got in the driver’s seat and we were off.



There was no partition separating the front and back seat, as there often is in chauffeur-driven vehicles. That being the case, the driver glanced over his shoulder and asked, “How was the flight?”



“Great,” I said, speaking candidly. Traveling on a private jet was like being spoiled rotten, and made it extremely difficult to go back to flying commercial. “By the way, thanks for arranging the car, BT.”



“Not a problem.” The driver, of course, was a BT clone.



Needless to say, I could have driven myself, but BT had insisted on it. The words hadn’t been spoken aloud, but I got the impression that BT was worried about me and was tagging along as my protector.



“I’m assuming since you’re here that there was no problem setting things up?” I asked.



“I could have used a little more notice,” said BT, with a grin. “But no problem.”



“Good.”



“Look, we’ve got about an hour before we get there. Why don’t you try to get some sleep?”



“I slept on the plane,” I said, which wasn’t exactly true. I had dozed a couple of times, but never long enough to go deeply into la-la land. I chalked it up to nerves.



BT nodded. “Okay, but don’t feel obligated to stay up and chat for my sake.”



“Understood.”



BT went silent after that, leaving me to my thoughts. I contemplated what I was doing and what I hoped to accomplish today. In all honesty, I really didn’t know. The truth of the matter was that this was simply where the bread crumbs had led me thus far, and I felt compelled to keep going.



Stifling a yawn, I looked at my watch. Back home I would have been in school by now. If all had gone according to plan, the school should have received a doctor’s note by now (courtesy of BT) explaining that I was out sick. I leaned back in the seat, trying to think of the last time I’d played hooky…



*****



“We’re here,” BT said, nudging my leg with his hand to wake me.



I looked around nervously for a moment, not remembering exactly where I was or what I was doing. After a second, however, it came to me.



I yawned and stretched. “Where are we exactly?”



“Places like this don’t have names. They don’t pop up on Internet searches and don’t appear on federal registries. Officially, they don’t exist, so right now we don’t exist, even though we had to pass three checkpoints to get here. So watch your step. It’s very easy to go missing in a place that’s off the map.”



I nodded, showing that I understood. While BT had been talking, I had glanced out the window to get a sense of our surroundings.



We were in some sort of compound, currently parked in a small lot that was enclosed on three sides by high-walled structures. Through the open space where a fourth wall would have been, I could see numerous interconnected buildings, all of which appeared to have armed guards stationed on the rooftops. There were even a few guard towers, and farther out – surrounding the buildings – I could see what looked like a security fence.



All in all, the place felt like a prison. Frankly speaking, however, I shouldn’t have been surprised by that. When I had called BT the night before, I had asked if he could arrange for me to see Vir, who was (as I had already been informed) in the pokey. Ergo, here we were.



Not for the first time, I marveled at BT’s connections. I doubted I was on Vir’s approved visitors list – he surely didn’t have any idea who I was – and yet, with only a few hours’ notice, BT had arranged for me to get in to see him at what was clearly a black ops site. I knew that BT had clones in place at high levels of government and industry, but this gave me a newfound respect for and perspective on his reach and knowledge.



“Through there,” BT said, getting my attention.



I looked in the direction indicated and saw that a door had opened in one of the three walls around us. I took a deep breath, and then got out of the car. Steeling myself, I walked towards the open door, stopping just short of the threshold. Peeking inside, I didn’t see anyone – just a well-lit corridor about ten yards long.



I looked back at BT.



“Good luck,” he said.



“Thanks,” I mumbled back, and then stepped inside.










Chapter 25



Swinging on silent hinges, the door automatically closed behind me once I was in the building. Looking around the hallway, I couldn’t help but notice that it was essentially featureless. Other than fluorescent lighting in the ceiling, there was nothing. No guards in place, no mounted security cameras, no intercoms – all of which struck me as unusual for a prison.



I stood there for a moment, unsure of what to do, and then tentatively reached out with my power.



Ahhhh, I thought as I began to sense, behind the walls, all kinds of equipment and machinery. Although not visible, there were obviously recording devices (such as cameras) in operation, as well as fixtures in place to make sure I wasn’t likely to try anything untoward – metal detectors, turret guns, and the like.



With no other options open to me, I began walking down the corridor. When I was about halfway across, a door opened at the end of the hallway. Not needing anything more in the way of an invitation, I stepped briskly down the rest of the corridor and through the doorway.



I was now in a large, square-shaped room about twenty-by-twenty feet in size. It was bisected evenly across the middle by a large pane of glass that went from wall to wall. Also running across the center of the space at about waist height was an embedded countertop that extended to both sides of the glass. Finally, there was a chair at the counter on both sides of the room.



Taking it all in, I realized that I had seen variations of this area a thousand times before – on television, at the movies, on documentaries… It was a prison visitation room.



The door I’d come through began to close behind me; at the same time, I felt an odd sensation, like some part of my mind had just gone numb. I had a sneaking suspicion of what was happening, and for confirmation I reached back with my power towards the corridor I’d just left. I felt nothing.



I groaned. The room I was in contained a nullifier, which was a device intended to nullify superpowers. I should have expected as much. After all, I was here to visit a prisoner who had been a member of the Alpha League. That meant – or at least implied – that he was a super, and imprisoning supers usually required a means of nullifying their abilities.



As the door to the corridor closed, I heard an audible click come from the other side of the room. A door opened, and a man wearing an orange prison jumpsuit came through it. I immediately understood that it had to be Vir. I also realized something else.



He was my father.










Chapter 26



I don’t know how I knew he was my father; I just did. It was instinctive – like the inborn ability some birds have to navigate using the stars.



He was maybe five-foot-eleven, with a muscular – but not bulky – frame. His wavy brown hair was cut in a tapered style, and he sported a five o’clock shadow that – in conjunction with a rather handsome visage – probably gave him a sort of bad-boy appeal. (Being in prison probably didn’t hurt his bad-boy image either, assuming that’s what he was going for.) Looking at his face, I recognized in his eyes and nose the origin of some of my own features.



At the same time that I saw him, he also noticed me, and his mouth dropped open. As with me, it was immediately evident that he knew who I was.



I had just taken a nervous step forward, intending to walk to the glass partition dividing the room, when I unexpectedly felt a weird tingling in my head. It was bizarre beyond description, as if someone had attached a radio dial to my head and was turning it in an attempt to tune in the proper station. I shook my head, trying to clear it of the mental “static” I was somehow picking up. And then, all of a sudden, the signal was coming through loud and clear.



<What are you doing here?!> a distinctly male voice yelled in my brain. <You can’t be here! You have to go!>



I shook my head, unsure of what was happening. <What?>



<You need to leave! Now!> said the voice, and I realized it was Vir.



I was still confused. He was speaking to me mind to mind, but not the way Esper did. This wasn’t telepathy; it was…something else.



<What…? How…?> I was so disoriented by what was happening that I couldn’t even form questions.



<Ask your aunt – she’ll explain. But you have to go – they’re watching! Please, Amp!>



<My aunt? Amp??>



<Just go!> Vir practically screeched. Then he added, <I love you.>



Vir turned and banged on the door he had come through, which had closed. “Guard!” he shouted.



Completely baffled and rubbing my temples, I turned towards the door I had come through and found it opening. I felt my eyes getting watery and – suddenly obsessed with getting as far away from this place as possible – I shimmied through the opening before the door was really wide enough to accommodate me and ran down the hall towards the exit.










Chapter 27



I said almost nothing on the drive back to the airstrip. (On his part, BT seemed to sense my mood and left me to my thoughts.) Likewise, other than serving me a much-needed meal, the flight crew on the plane essentially left me alone as we flew back to the city.



It was still early when we touched down at the airfield, but I decided to call it a day and went home. Between flights and lengthy car rides, meeting with Vir had been exhausting. Moreover, for an encounter that probably lasted less than a minute, my interaction with him had left me with far more questions than I’d ever thought possible.



Once I reached home, I immediately went to my room, intending to lie down and rest for a bit. I was asleep within minutes.



*****



I awoke to the sound of voices shouting. It was dark in my room, letting me know that I had been asleep for a while. I turned on the lamp next to my bed and looked at the alarm clock I kept on my nightstand: 11:33 p.m.



Reaching out, I felt Esper downstairs as well as someone else, and from all indications they were arguing. However, although their voices were elevated, I couldn’t make out the words. Worried, I crept out of bed and towards my bedroom door.



I cracked the door open slightly and peeked out. I could see a light on downstairs in the family room, which was where the shouting seemed to be coming from. Quietly, I slipped out of my room and walked towards the stairs, stopping before I came into view. I stole a glance around the corner, but couldn’t see anyone; Esper and our mystery guest were not in the line of sight of my current position. However, I could definitely make out what was being said.



“–ster here, it’s you,” our visitor was saying. From what I could tell, it was a man, but I couldn’t get a sense of how old he was. “What you did was heinous – keeping that child from her family.”



“Get out,” Esper hissed. “If I ever see you again, if you ever come near us, I’m going to fry your brain to a cinder.”



I heard the other person harrumph, and then there was the sound of the front door opening and closing. I immediately dashed down the stairs.



Esper glanced in my direction when I hit the bottom step and her expression stopped me in my tracks. She had bags under her eyes and her lower lip was trembling slightly. Her face was pale and devoid of color. All in all, she looked as though she’d had the life sucked out of her.



“What is it?” I asked. “Who was that man?”



“No one,” she said, waving off my question.



“Well, what did he want?”



“Nothing. Don’t worry about it.”



“Does it have anything to do with Vir?”



Esper went bug-eyed at the mention of my father’s name, and for a second her mouth worked with no sounds coming out. On my part, I realized that in my eagerness to get information I had probably overreached and given myself away.



“Vir?” she finally said. “What… Why would you… What makes you think this has anything to do with Vir?”



I stared at her for a moment. There was no getting out of it now. I let out a pent-up breath and said, “Because I went to see him today.”



“You did what??!!”



“I said–”



“No,” Esper said forcefully. “Show me.”



A soft glow came into her eyes and she was already reaching into my mind when I dropped my mental shields and showed her everything I’d been up to.










Chapter 28



Telepathic communication is a lot faster than verbal conversation. That being the case, it only took a few minutes to bring Esper up to speed on my recent extracurricular activities. Frankly speaking, I expected her to flip her lid over some of the things I’d done: cutting class, breaking and entering, hanging out in notorious supervillain watering holes…



Instead, she merely flopped down onto the couch and put her head into her hands.



“This is my fault,” she finally said, looking at me with tears in her eyes. “I didn’t realize how important this was to you. I just thought that if we waited, I could protect you.”



“Protect me from what?” I asked, sitting down next to her.



For a moment, it looked as though she was going to revert to habit and tell me I wasn’t ready. Instead, she just swallowed and said, “Give me a sec.”



Her brow furrowed, and I knew she was getting ready to open herself up to me telepathically. However, as she opened up a link between our minds, I could sense her mental exhaustion; she was almost out of gas.



“It’s okay,” I said, laying a hand sympathetically on hers. “We can just talk.”



“Thanks,” she said gratefully. “But I don’t even know where to begin.”



“How about with my father, Vir, and why you told me he was dead?”



She looked at me in alarm. “I never told you he was dead!”



“Well, you guys always talked like he was: ‘That’s when we lost Vir…’”



She giggled slightly at my imitation of her voice. “I do not sound like that.”



“Yeah, that’s what everybody says, and everybody thinks they can sing, too.”



She laughed out loud at that. “Touché.”



“So,” I said. “Back to Vir.”



She sobered instantly, and then gave me a hard look before beginning. “Vir was a member of the Alpha League. He had a power set that, like yours, revolved around electricity. In fact, that’s where his name came from – the three basic components of electricity.”



“Voltage, current, and resistance,” I chimed in. “V-I-R.”



“Exactly,” Esper said, nodding.



(Someone without an electrical background would probably think his name should have been V-C-R. However, the symbol for “current,” the letter I, comes from intensité de courant, a French phrase which means “current intensity.”)



“So what was he like?” I asked.



Esper looked nostalgic for a moment. “He was incredible. He had an absolutely formidable power set, and he could do amazing things…feats that no other electrophorus individual – except perhaps you, one day – could ever hope to accomplish. Plus, he was absolutely brilliant. There was almost no problem he couldn’t solve. He was our version of Mouse back then.”



I nodded in understanding. In addition to being the current leader of the Alpha League, Mouse was generally considered to be the smartest man on the planet. (My boyfriend Jim certainly thought so.) Therefore, putting Vir anywhere near the same category as Mouse, intellectually, was saying quite a lot.



“On top of all that, he was idealistic. He was an optimist who believed that people, when inspired, could achieve almost anything.”



“Doesn’t sound like the kind of guy who’d end up in prison stripes. So what happened?”



“The same thing that happens to a lot of good men: a bad woman.”










Chapter 29



“Her name was Beguile,” Esper said. “And, as her name implied, she had an extraordinary talent for enticing men.”



“Was she a Siren?” I asked. Sirens were a well-known class of female supers capable of manipulating the opposite sex.



Esper shook her head. “No, but she had a similar ability. I think Sirens can manipulate men’s emotions. Beguile’s power involved pheromones and seemed to operate on a bio-chemical level. That said, the end result was pretty much the same: Vir fell head-over-heels for her.”



I looked away for a moment. “So she’s the one, then. My mother.”



“Yes.”



Suddenly nervous, I took a deep breath and asked my next question. “So what happened to her?”



Esper hesitated for a moment, as if unsure of how to start. “Beguile was part of Novercalis, whom you already know about. She was given the assignment of making Vir fall in love with her, and she succeeded magnificently.”



“What was the purpose of that?”



“What – making him fall in love with her?”



“Yeah.”



“Because then he’d do anything for her.”



I shook my head. “I don’t understand.”



“It’s a run-of-the-mill scam. Kidnap the beloved girlfriend, demand that the distraught boyfriend pay a ransom or do something else to get her back.”



“So where do I come into the picture?”



“You were an unanticipated outcome – the unexpected consequence of Beguile doing her job just a little too well. She was not too happy when she found out.”



“And my father? What was his reaction?”



“Are you kidding? He was over the moon! He knew even before Beguile – he could sense you in the womb. He loved you from the moment you came into being. He called you his little amp.”



I laughed. In electrical terms, an amp is a unit of measurement that indicates how much electricity is being used. It’s also what Vir had called me before we parted ways.



“I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “Please go on.”



“As I was saying, Beguile didn’t want a child, but the Novercalis leadership figured that two hostages were better than one.”



“Two?”



“Yes. Your pregnant mother and her unborn child.”



“So Novercalis kidnapped my mother?”



“You’re overthinking this. Your mother was part of Novercalis – she was in on the whole thing. There was no kidnapping. She just left the city.”



“When was this?”



“Some time during her last trimester, close to her due date. She was with your father up until that point, and Novercalis figured that was enough time for Vir to have gotten seriously attached to her and the baby. When she ‘disappeared,’ they sent him pictures – proof of life – and threatened to do all kinds of harm to the two of you if he didn’t do what they wanted.”



“Which was what?”



“Your father had constructed a device that he called an induction engine. Novercalis wanted control of it.”



“What did it do?”



“Lots of things. Most of the technological aspects of it were beyond me. However, I do know that one of its primary features was wireless transmission of energy.”



“It could send energy wirelessly?”



“Yes. More importantly, it could also siphon energy out of something.”



I reflected on that for a moment. “I can see why criminals might want something like that. If, for instance, the cops were chasing you, you could suck the energy right out of their car battery.”



Esper made a derisive sound and shook her head. “It’s a good thing you’re going to be a cape. You’d have made a terrible supervillain. Your thinking is way too small.”



“Oh?”



“With a device – a weapon – like that, you don’t just shut down a few police cars in hot pursuit. You threaten to cause blackouts in major cities. You threaten to bring down Air Force One with the president on board. You threaten to overload nuclear power plants and cause a meltdown.”



I blinked in surprise as Esper’s words gave me greater insight into just what it was that Vir had constructed.



“So Vir’s induction engine was basically a gun that they could point at the world’s head?”



“More or less. But they didn’t stop with just his invention. They compromised him in other ways.”



“What do you mean?”



“Do you recall me mentioning that around the time we found you, the Alpha League had just had a couple of missions go sideways? Vir was the reason they all went bad. He passed along critical information to Novercalis.”



“Didn’t it strike anyone as odd that all of a sudden there were a string of mission failures?”



“Of course. The general presumption was that we had a mole in our ranks.”



“And with everyone on the lookout for a mole, Vir was still passing along information to Novercalis? That was pretty bold of him. I would’ve been afraid of a psychic like you picking up on a stray thought and figuring out I was playing for the other team.”



“That was unlikely to happen,” she said. “Because I was with Novercalis.”










Chapter 30



In shock, I glanced at Esper’s wrist, which was unblemished – no emblem.



“It’s subcutaneous,” she said, in response to my unasked question. “Beneath the skin. It only shows up under certain types of light.”



“You were part of Novercalis?” I asked, unable to hide my shock and surprise. “When did they recruit you?”



She gave me a very frank stare. “They didn’t. I was always part of Novercalis.”



I was completely befuddled now. “I don’t understand. I thought you were part of the Alpha League.”



She shook her head. “No. Because I displayed mental powers at a very young age, I was sent to infiltrate the Alpha League. Then, once they got their claws into Vir, I was ordered to be the go-between with respect to him and our organization. The way it was supposed to work was that Vir would find out mission-critical information and I would read his mind to get it before passing it on telepathically to Novercalis. That way there was no paper trail, no hand-offs, no clandestine meetings.”



“Hmmm,” I muttered, thinking. “You said that’s how it was supposed to work.”



“Yes. In truth, though, I hated everything about Novercalis – their goals, their evil ambitions, their callous disregard for human life. I shared that with Vir, and together we worked to undermine them at every opportunity.”



I thought about that for a moment. “Are you saying you were a double agent?”



“Sort of. We were walking a very fine line. We had to give Novercalis enough information to keep them convinced that Vir was cooperating, and at the same time try to keep them misinformed to the extent that they couldn’t do any real harm. Bearing in mind the threat to you and your mother, we erred on the side of caution – providing more accurate than inaccurate info – which resulted in several missions going off the rails.”



“But if you were with Novercalis, why didn’t you just tell Vir that the entire kidnapping scheme was fake?”



She looked at me as though I were a six-year-old child without the ability to comprehend something. “You don’t understand. That man who was here earlier? He’s called the Kraken. He’s the head of Novercalis. He’s evil incarnate. He would have had no qualms about killing you and Beguile.”



“Even though she was on his side?”



Esper seemed to withdraw into herself for a moment, as if reflecting on something horrible. “Years ago, the Kraken had a young son who failed to laugh at a joke his father told one day. The Kraken stated the punchline again and told his son to smile; the boy refused, saying he got the joke but didn’t think it was that funny. The Kraken ordered him to grin, saying ‘You can either put a temporary smile on that face right now, or I’ll give you a permanent one.’ When the boy still refused, the Kraken calmly slit his own son’s throat, practically ear to ear.”



My brain stumbled for a second, trying to mesh what I was hearing with other facts at my disposal. A moment later, the clouds in my mind parted.



“Smiley,” I said softly, remembering one of the guys who had attacked me.



“Yes,” Esper said. “That became his nickname. The point of the story, however, is that the Kraken prides himself on never making idle threats. It’s an integral part of his reputation and one of the things that makes him so terrifying.”



“So you believe he would have killed Beguile, even though she was one of his cohorts?”



“Beguile certainly believed it – and she’s his daughter.”



“What?!” I shouted, unable to contain my surprise. “She’s his kid?”



“Yeah,” Esper said in a flat tone.



It took me a moment to absorb this, with Esper waiting patiently for me to find my next question. “So what happened to her?” I asked.



Esper closed her eyes for a second, wincing slightly as she did so – as if she wasn’t sure exactly how to respond.



“They had assembled Vir’s induction engine in a small town outside the city,” she finally said. “A place where strange comings and goings were less likely to be noticed.”



“Aberdeen,” I volunteered. “The place where I was found.”



“Yes. You were about three weeks old at that point. The Kraken had told Vir that your mother had died in childbirth, and that if the induction engine wasn’t operational within seven days, he was going to chop you up into fish food.”



I was silent for a moment, then asked, “Was it true? Was she dead?”



“Of course not,” Esper said disdainfully. “But they didn’t need her any more to keep Vir in line. They had you. Plus, she was happy to no longer have the Kraken’s threats hanging over her head.”



“I take it my father got the device up and running.”



Esper gave a slight chuckle. “It was already functional, for the most part. Vir had simply been stalling, trying to come up with some kind of rescue plan, but the new threat on your life meant he had no more options.”



“So he handed over a working doomsday device in exchange for me.”



“That was the plan.”



“Did he know about my mother? That she wasn’t dead?”



“Yes. It was a bitter pill to swallow when he found out that she was in on the whole thing – that she never really loved him. But by the time of your birth, he’d made his peace with it. At that point, you were all that mattered.”



“So what happened?”



“As you probably know from your own personal experience, there’s a world of difference between having power and actually knowing how to use it. In this instance, Vir intentionally designed the induction engine so as to not be user-friendly. That being the case, Novercalis really didn’t know what they were doing with it. As a result of their ineptitude, there was some kind of malfunction and it blew up, destroying half the town and killing a bunch of people – including your mother, as far as I know.”



I felt something almost like physical pain at Esper’s words, and a moment later I found myself struggling to hold back tears. It felt odd to suddenly be feeling powerful emotions in regards to a mother who, from all indications, had never wanted me and had done little more than use me from the moment I came into existence.



“I know you’re feeling sad and disappointed,” Esper said, plainly reading my mood, “but before you get overwhelmed by excessive sympathy for Beguile, I need to make one thing perfectly clear. Even though the Kraken was threatening her life, she was his daughter through and through.”



I winced, struggling to put her words into perspective. “What does that mean?”



“It means that she was just like him: ruthlessly ambitious, unfeeling, uncaring and – with respect to her own unborn child – unnurturing. I know it’s hard to hear, but that woman had a black heart, if she had one at all.”



She was right – it was incredibly difficult to hear those things, even though the comments about Beguile’s maternal instincts seemed to match what I’d learned from Mrs. Gutierrez. Still, that had been a far cry from the hardcore terms Esper was using to describe the woman who gave birth to me.



“You talk like you knew her,” I finally said.



“I did. After all, we were both part of Novercalis. Moreover, she was my sister.”



She made the statement so casually that it took me a second to recognize what she’d said, and then I’d had to replay it in my head to make sure I’d heard it correctly.



“Your…your…your sister?” I stammered. “Then that…that means that the Kraken…” I trailed off, unable to finish.



“Yes. He’s my father.”



She spat the last few words out, uttering them in disgust, like they were smeared with something incredibly distasteful. At the same time, she glanced at me with a pleading expression on her face.



Her words, in addition to catching me off guard, caused me to reflect back on my short meeting with Vir.



“My aunt,” I said softly. “Vir mentioned that I had an aunt.”



Esper smiled. “Guilty as charged.”



“Then why didn’t you ever say anything!” I screamed in sudden fury, incensed at the way she had kept this information from me my whole life and then casually blurted it out as if it didn’t mean anything. “You’ve let me go all this time, thinking I was an orphan – that I had no family – and the entire time you’ve been right here in my face!”



Not to be outdone, Esper yelled right back. “You think I wanted to keep you in the dark?! You think I enjoyed evading your questions and keeping the wool pulled over your eyes! I did those things to protect you!”



“Ha! My mother was dead and my father was in prison! What were you protecting me from?!”



“The Kraken, you ungrateful brat! He was still out there and was more than willing to make good on his promise to slice and dice you! And even if he didn’t follow through on that, he could use you to control your father!”



“Oh, yeah,” I said sarcastically. “I’m sure there’s a ton of upside to controlling a guy who’s behind bars, and in a nullifier, to boot.”



Esper just stared at me for a moment, and I could see the wheels turning in her brain as she contemplated how to respond. After a pause that seemed uncomfortably long, she said, “There’s no cell that can hold him.”



“Excuse me?” I said, thinking that I had surely misheard her.



“Your father,” she said. “There’s no prison that he can’t escape from.”



I scoffed. “Maybe with his powers, but they’re keeping him in a nullifier cell.”



She shook her head. “You really have no clue of what Vir’s capable of – of what you yourself have the potential to do.” I simply stared at her, not sure of what she was trying to convey; when I didn’t speak, she went on. “He can circumvent the effects of a nullifier.”



Still staring at her, I slowly shook my head. “No. That’s not possible.”



Esper went on speaking as if she hadn’t heard anything I’d said. “I don’t know if it’s technological or something incident to his power set, but I know that there’s a flaw in the nullifier design – at least in the older models, like the one in his prison – that he’s able to exploit.”



Unbidden, I had a sudden recollection of the odd communication I’d had with Vir. It was clearly some kind of ability related to our powers – and he had used it with the nullifier on.



“Okay,” I said. “Let’s assume Vir can break out any time he likes. Does Novercalis know that?”



“Probably not, but it wouldn’t have mattered,” Esper stated. “The Kraken would have given your father some kind of ultimatum – like, ‘Escape from prison in a week and start rebuilding the induction engine or I’m throwing acid in your daughter’s face.’”



“So you took me and hid me,” I concluded.



“Yes, but it’s more complicated than that. I knew that Novercalis would never stop looking for you for as long as you were alive, so I killed you.”










Chapter 31



I raised my eyebrows in surprise and said, “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to explain that.”



“Well, obviously I didn’t literally kill you,” Esper said with a wink. “But I telepathically went into the Kraken’s mind and convinced him that you were dead – that he had seen your lifeless body in the aftermath of the destruction caused by the induction engine’s destruction. Then I also placed a compulsion in his mind to stay away from us.”



I frowned. “Okay, but how far would you have to take that to pull it off?”



Esper gave me a look of incomprehension. “What do you mean?”



“Well, you convinced him that he’d seen my body. Wouldn’t you also have to plant the notion that there had been a funeral, that I was buried in a grave somewhere, and so on? And wouldn’t you have to do the same to a bunch of other people to make it seem like it had actually happened?”



Esper looked at me like I was an idiot. “First of all, don’t make the mistake of ascribing human emotions to a monster like the Kraken. Grief and loss for loved ones are terms he’d have to look up in a dictionary. In the memories I implanted, he saw you dead in the rubble and left you there, which is exactly what he would have done if it had actually happened. As to implanting memories in others, it wasn’t necessary. The Kraken said he’d seen your dead body, and that was good enough for the rest of Novercalis.”



“Why not just make him forget about me altogether? Make him forget that I’d ever existed?”



Esper gave a short bark of laughter. “Ha! If it were that easy, I’d have made him forget about me! The problem is that certain memories get reinforced, making them almost impossible to permanently eradicate – even for a telepath of my caliber. For instance, if you met a person once, perhaps at a party, you might eventually forget that encounter all on your own. A memory like that would be easy to jettison from someone’s mind because it never gets reinforced by additional meetings with the person. But if it’s someone that you see on a regular basis – like a co-worker or a neighbor – it’s harder for a telepath to erase all memories of that.”



“So, with the Kraken, erasing all memories of me wouldn’t have been possible.”



“Not on a long-term basis, and especially since you had been the focal point of one of his schemes, right up until the time Vir came for you. So all I could do after the League got to Aberdeen was make him think you were deceased. It’s easier to implant a false memory than alter a real one.”



The mention of Aberdeen immediately brought another question to mind. “When exactly did you and the rest of the League show up on the scene?”



Esper took a deep breath. “Vir had a letter delivered by courier to the League hierarchy an hour after he left to meet with the Kraken in Aberdeen and – hopefully – rescue you. In it, he explained in explicit detail the entire situation, including how he had compromised League missions. A group of us went racing out there immediately.”



“They let you come along?”



“Yes. The League was initially insisting that I stay at HQ – I was only seventeen – but I fessed up to my own role in the situation, and after that there was no way they were leaving me behind.”



“So they had no idea you were involved up to that point?”



She shook her head. “Nope. Vir never mentioned me in his letter, and had completely misled me as to when the meet was to occur – I thought it was happening three days later. I guess he figured he was protecting me. Basically, he left me with the option to disavow any knowledge of what he’d done.”



“But you admitted your role in everything.”



“In terms of getting to Aberdeen, it was the price of admission. But the damage was done by the time we got there, although you and Vir were safe. After that, it was all about damage control.”



“Like altering your father’s memories?”



Esper made a noncommittal sound. “Not really. I mean, I could feel the Kraken out there even before we reached Aberdeen, and when I peeked in his head I saw him already plotting to kidnap you in order to force Vir to do his bidding again. That’s when I knew the only way you’d be safe was if he thought you were dead, so I made a spur-of-the-moment decision to put the image of that in his head. The real damage control was how to handle everything that Vir had done.”



“What was the solution?”



“There were extenuating circumstances, but Vir’s actions – from the induction engine to passing along confidential information – had cost lives. That being the case, there were a number of government bureaucrats who wanted heads to roll. They demanded that charges be brought. We were already dealing with public backlash from a couple of the failed missions, so a criminal investigation would have been a PR nightmare. Rather than drag the League’s name through the mud, Vir made a full confession, took responsibility for everything, waived his right to a jury trial, and went to prison.”



“What about you? You were almost just as involved as he was.”



“I was also a minor. In his official statement, Vir declared that, as a more senior member of the Alpha League, he had exercised undue influence over me and convinced me that what I was doing was right. In fact, part of his plea deal was that I get a clean slate.”



“So he protected you.”



“His overall actions protected everyone. Me, the reputation of the League, and especially you. Every breath you draw is because of that man and what he did – a gift that keeps on giving. You’re lucky. Some people will never know what it’s like to have someone like that in their life, someone willing to sacrifice everything for their happiness.”



There was a longing tone to her voice as she spoke, and a wishful expression on her face. Then, out of the blue, it dawned on me.



“You’re in love him,” I said.



A pained look flashed briefly on her face, and I expected her to deny it. Instead, she simply sighed and said, “I offered to fix it for him, you know. After we got to Aberdeen, I offered to erase the short-term memories of everyone in the League who knew what he’d done.”



“I thought you said memories are hard to erase.”



“I said certain memories are hard to erase – namely, those that are long-term. Short-term memories, things you’ve only learned recently and which don’t have a lot of reinforcement, are fairly easy to manipulate. It would have been child’s play for me to do it, at which point the letter he’d sent would be the only indication that he’d done anything wrong.”



“What did he say?”



“He wouldn’t have it. In his view, manipulating his teammates in that manner would have been worse than anything else he’d done. I’d known that he would say that, but I’d felt compelled to try. He was that kind of guy, and everyone knew it. It’s one of the things people loved about him.”



“So, why do you guys always talk about him like he’s dead?”



Esper leaned back and her eyes fluttered slightly. “Because your father was exceptional. His power set, his brilliance, his idealism… He seemed to have limitless potential. And when he was sentenced to prison, we didn’t just lose a team member, we lost all that potential for good. And knowing the kind of person he was, none of us liked referring to the fact that he was in prison. So we just took to saying that we lost him.”



“I think I can understand that,” I said.



Esper smiled, closing her eyes for a moment. “Good. And now you know everything.”



“Not quite,” I countered. “I still don’t know why you never told me any of this. I mean, I’ve been of an age that I could have handled this for a while.”



“Novercalis,” Esper said in a frank tone. “As I mentioned before, if they knew you had actually survived, you’d always be in danger. That being the case, it was safer to simply never talk about all this stuff, even with you.”



“You didn’t think I could keep a secret?”



Esper blinked a few times, as if she were getting sleepy. “Of course you could, but we also know that you have people in your inner circle that you trust. Everyone does. For instance, I know you trust your boyfriend Jim, and had you known all this stuff, you might have shared it with him. Jim, in turn, has people that he trusts, like his grandfather. His grandfather, in turn, may have some old cape buddies that he trusts, and so on. Bearing all that in mind, it just seemed better to keep the truth under wraps and not say anything rather than risk someone somewhere spilling the beans.”



“Well, the cat’s out of the bag now, if the Kraken showed up on our doorstep.”



Grimacing slightly, Esper moved her head in an odd little circle a few times – as if she couldn’t decide between shaking her head or nodding. “Y-y-yes. Like I said, in addition to the fake memory of your death, I put a powerful compulsion in his head to stay away from us – to not even think about you or me. It w-worked for a long time, but he’s somehow overca…overca…over…”



I came to my feet in alarm. Esper seemed to be struggling not just to speak, but to stay awake as her eyes fluttered madly. Her arms lolled to her sides as if the bones in them had suddenly dissolved.



I gripped her by the shoulders and shook her, screaming, “Esper! Esper!”



She didn’t seem to hear me, although telepathically, I could feel her fumbling around in my mind. To my horror, her eyes suddenly rolled up in her head and she seemed to pass out. Just before she did, however, I heard her telepathically shout a single word into my brain.



<Danger!!!>










Chapter 32



I let go of Esper and she slumped over on the couch. I reached out, and could suddenly feel them – about a dozen people all around the house, and closing in. I didn’t need any guesses as to who it was that had come calling: Novercalis.



Bending down, I grabbed Esper and hauled her onto my shoulder in a fireman’s carry. She was a little taller than average and had a lithe, feminine frame, but was more muscular than she appeared at first blush due to the workout regimen most League members engaged in. Still, thanks to my own physical conditioning and routine, I had no problem lifting or carrying her.



I took a moment to balance Esper’s weight, then headed for the kitchen as fast as I could. Using my power, I shorted the electrical circuits in the house, causing all the lights to go off. I sensed the assailants outside halt their advance, apparently thrown off by the sudden power outage.



The kitchen contained an exterior door that was mostly blind-covered glass and which led out to a patio. Navigating from memory, I went straight to it and then spent a moment getting a fix on where the attackers were located. There were four of them in the backyard.



I took a chance and peeked out the door blinds. Thanks to my power, I already had a sense of exactly where the raiding party outside was, but moonlight – reflected on the frost-covered ground – also let me use my eyes to a certain extent by providing a fair amount of illumination. Letting the blinds fall back into place, I took a deep breath and placed a hand on the doorknob. The hardest thing to do right then was be patient.



The assailants must have been in radio contact or something, because they all started closing in again at precisely the same moment. I did my best to ignore the others around the house and focused on the quartet in the backyard, who were now clustered around the patio door. A second later, I felt the doorknob begin to turn.



I sent a current of electricity through the knob and heard a scream of anguish on the other side. At the same time, I heard an odd hiccup of sound, repeated in triplicate, followed by a yelp of pain.



I yanked the door open, feeling a slight bit of resistance for a second. Standing in the doorway was a figure dressed in a dark outfit of what I assumed was body armor and holding some sort of firearm. He was shaking convulsively, the result of being zapped with electricity. On the ground next to him was one of his fellows; he was lying motionless, with what looked like a couple of darts stuck in his arm.



It was immediately evident to me what had happened. Electricity causes muscles to contract, and a person who receives a large jolt of it may not regain voluntary muscle control for a while. Apparently the guy who had tried to open the door must have had a finger on the trigger of his weapon with his other hand. When I shocked him, his trigger-finger had contracted, causing him to shoot one of his compatriots. (It also appeared that they were using tranquilizer darts, which meant that they wanted us alive.)



I felt for the remaining two attackers and sensed them on either side of the door. (At the same time, I noted that their fellows around the house were now all rushing to the backyard, apparently thinking it was the escape route for me and Esper.)



I stuck a finger outside the patio door and to the left, then fired a bolt of electricity. I was rewarded with a harsh scream, and I sensed the person on that side of the door fall to the ground. At the same time, I heard a couple of thunks sound in front of me, and when I looked, I saw that the guy having spasms in the doorway now had a dart sticking out the side of his neck. In short, he had essentially acted as a human shield and blocked shots fired by the last member of the backyard quartet.



As the convulsing fellow started to slide to the ground, I fired a bolt in the direction of the remaining attacker. I missed, but hit the wooden fence that surrounded our backyard and formed the boundary between our property and the neighbor’s on that side. The fence burst into bright flame, lighting up the area and momentarily blinding the assailant, who was wearing night vision goggles. As he was now a still target, I lit him up, and then closed the back door.



With all of the other attackers now seemingly headed to the rear of the house, I hurried to the front door, banging my leg on the coffee table in my haste and almost dropping Esper (who was getting heavier by the second, it seemed). Once there, I yanked the door open and dashed outside. I raced across the lawn (as much as you can race with someone draped across your shoulder), skidding slightly as I hit the frozen sidewalk and then took off down the street. Almost immediately, I heard footsteps behind me, felt the bioelectric fields of numerous pursuers.



In some part of my brain, I knew my antics were futile. There was no way I was going to outrun an assault team on foot – and certainly not carrying a grown woman on my shoulders. (Speaking of which, Esper now felt like a ton of bricks, and I was breathing heavily.) Still, I wasn’t going to just give up.



I glanced back and saw a half-dozen figures closing in on me fast. I fired a blast of electricity down the center of their ranks; someone screamed “Look out!” and they all dove willy-nilly to either side of the sidewalk. Smiling to myself, I turned back around – and almost ran smack-dab into some old guy in a suit, walking with a cane.



I tried to stop but ended up skidding on the sidewalk. Esper fell from my shoulder as my feet suddenly flew out from under me and I hit the ground with a thud, smacking my head hard enough to see stars.



Grimacing, I immediately started sending little spikes of electricity to the injured areas to soothe the pain.



“Are you okay, young lady?” asked a kindly voice. Looking up, I saw the old man I had almost run into. He tucked the cane under one arm and reached out to me, saying, “Here, let me help you up.”



“Thanks,” I said.



Then, as I reached for the proffered hand, he shot me in the chest.










Chapter 33



I came to on something like a military cot in a small room with insulated walls. There was a slight ache on my sternum where that old fart had shot me, presumably with a tranquilizer. I wanted to kick myself for having let my guard down, but there was nothing to do about it now. Looking at my watch, I saw that I had been out about ten hours.



I touched the material coating the walls and realized that it was non-conductive. I wouldn’t be using my powers to escape this place. The room had no windows but did have a single door. Knowing what to expect, I grabbed the knob and turned it anyway. Much to my surprise, it was unlocked.



I stepped out of the room and into a featureless but well-lit hallway. There were a number of people walking by, plainly intent on running various errands. None of them spared me more than a glance.



My initial inclination – if no one was going to stop me – was to find Esper and get out of here. (If they had me, they certainly had her.) I reflected for a moment on the best way to locate her, preparing to reach out with my power to see if she was anywhere near.



All of a sudden, I noticed a young man dressed like a security guard moving towards me. Unlike the others in the hallway, he looked at me directly and didn’t glance away. I surreptitiously began gathering a ball of electricity in my palm.



“Ma’am,” the security guard said after stopping a few feet away. “Please follow me.” He then turned and began walking away.



Unsure of where I was or what was happening, I reabsorbed the electricity I’d been planning to fry the guard with and began walking behind him.



*****



We walked for about fifteen minutes through what appeared to be a large complex of some sort. I didn’t see a lot of visual features other than unadorned white walls and a few storage areas full of unmarked boxes. However, reaching out with my electrophoric ability, I could sense massive power fluctuations nearby, giving me the impression that we were at some type of industrial site.



I tried to engage my escort by asking questions: where are we, what is this place, etcetera. He blatantly ignored all attempts at conversation, and – in my opinion – only deigned to occasionally look at me because he wanted to make sure I didn’t go wandering off.



After traversing numerous hallways, we ended up entering an elevator and – from what I could discern – descending in it to an area that was probably well below ground. Once the elevator came to a halt, we exited into what seemed to be the hub for a number of corridors. I followed my guide down one of them, ending up at something like the entrance to an executive office. My escort knocked once, and then opened the door. Understanding what was expected of me, I went inside.



I found myself in what appeared to be a spacious executive office. In contrast to the drab corridors I’d been through on my way here, the room was alive with colors: hardwood floors, a mahogany desk, expensive artwork on the walls. Along one wall was a line of built-in bookshelves housing leather-bound classics of literature. Near the desk was a beautifully crafted office bar, on which sat a gorgeous decanter of alcohol with matching glasses. Behind the desk was a large glass window.



I took all of this in with a glance before focusing on the one other person in the room – a man standing near the glass window looking out (although I couldn’t imagine what there was to look at this deep underground). Even before he turned to look at me, I knew who it was. It was the man who had been at our house the night before. The man I had almost run into on the street. The man who had shot me.



The Kraken.



He turned towards me, giving me my first look at the man who’d had such a powerful and lasting influence on my life.



He was still dressed in a suit, as I’d seen him before. He was maybe six-two in height, with a neatly trimmed gray beard and dark gray hair that was combed back. He had only a few wrinkles in his face, but I pegged his age at around the late sixties. That said, he didn’t seem old or feeble. In fact, as he began walking towards me using the cane, it became plainly evident that he didn’t need it; the walking stick was being used solely for appearance and effect rather than actual utility.



“My dear,” he said, approaching me with arms outstretched. “They told me you were stirring, so I asked to see you as soon as you were awake.”



Although wary, I allowed him to give me a hug, which he followed up with a peck on the cheek.



“It’s so good to meet you,” he said in a kindly tone. “I suppose you already know who I am.”



“The Kraken,” I responded vehemently, noting the tattoo on his wrist.



He seemed slightly taken aback by the fierceness of my tone, but quickly recovered. “Well, I was hoping we could start with something more affectionate, like ‘Grandfather,’ but I sup–”



“Where’s Esper?” I asked, cutting him off. My knee-jerk reaction when I saw who I was meeting with had been to start blasting my way out of this place, but I couldn’t do it without Esper.



He stared at me for a moment, then cleared his throat before speaking. “Your aunt is indisposed at the moment. She is–”



“What does that mean?” I interjected. “‘Indisposed’?”



Seemingly irritated, the Kraken pursed his lips, and then tapped his cane on the floor. “My dear, I understand that the youth of today have little respect for their elders and that an upbringing under your aunt probably meant the lack of a firm hand or discipline. Nevertheless, I must insist that you grant me the courtesy of finishing a statement without interruption. Can you do that?”



I crossed my arms defiantly but nodded. “Sure.”



“Excellent. Now as to Esper, she is sedated.”



Immediately angry, I opened my mouth to speak but the Kraken held up a hand, firmly indicating that I remain silent.



“Her powers, as you know, are formidable, and she’s used them to manipulate members of her own family. For instance, she had me laboring under the false impression that you were deceased, and placed an urge on me to stay away that was so powerful that I practically forgot she was my daughter.”



“So what changed the status quo?”



“You did.”



I frowned, not sure what he was talking about. Noting my confusion, he walked back towards his desk, motioning for me to follow. Once there, he grabbed a piece of paper from the desktop and handed it to me. I took a look at it and drew in a deep breath. It was the hospital record with Mary Jones’ contact information.



I flipped through my mind, trying to remember where I’d last seen it. Then the clouds in my mind parted and I remembered: I had given it to Riley in his fabrication shop when he went into his office.



“That was my first clue,” the Kraken said. “When Riley called saying some girl was at his place asking about an alias my elder daughter had used almost twenty years ago.”



“So Riley did know something.”



“Not really. He owed our organization a favor back then, so we told him we needed to use his address. His place was basically nothing more than a mail drop, and we didn’t use it for very long. In fact, he had practically forgotten that it ever happened.”



That certainly explained why Riley initially didn’t know what I was talking about.



“Then why kill him?” I asked, suddenly sure of what had happened – especially if the hospital record I’d left with Riley was now in the hands of Novercalis.



“That was an accident – the unfortunate outcome of sending underlings with the wrong dispositions to handle a matter that required a more delicate touch.”



“Or it was simply your way of tying up loose ends.”



The Kraken smiled in a way that gave me the creeps, but quickly recovered and resumed the kindly grandfather routine.



“Be that as it may, it wasn’t difficult to determine where that hospital record had come from, so I sent some couriers to retrieve the rest of them.”



“And would those couriers have the same dispositions as the underlings who visited Riley?”



“Oddly enough, Whipcord and Smiley make an effective team, perfectly complementing each other. For instance, whereas Whipcord never seems to shut up, your uncle rarely speaks at all.”



“Don’t call him that!” I said, suddenly angry. “He’s not my uncle!”



The Kraken made a tsking noise. “Denying it doesn’t make it any less true. But if it’s any consolation, he would have been far less aggressive had he known you were his niece.”



“I find that hard to believe coming from a man who sliced his own son’s throat.”



To my great surprise, the grandfatherly mask came off then, with his eyes suddenly glowing red and the Kraken shouting, “I will not brook disobedience! The will of the Kraken is paramount!”



Breathing heavily through gritted teeth, he looked like he wanted to break something…or someone. After a moment, however, he seemed to regain his composure. His breathing shifted back to normal and he closed his eyes. When he opened them again, the red glow was gone.



“Besides,” he went on, “your uncle was a recalcitrant child, with no respect for the sacred canons and edicts of Novercalis.”



“Really? You’re going to complain about a member of a secret society of criminals not obeying the rules?”



“Even criminals have to have a code.”



“A-ha!” I screeched. “You admit that you’re criminals!”



For a second, I thought he was going to shout again, but the Kraken’s expression was sober. Then he laughed.



“Fine,” he said. “We’re criminals. And for the record, I knew your uncle would recover – he has augmented strength and a potent healing ability. It just doesn’t do much for scars.”



“And that made it okay for you to just carve him up like a pumpkin.”



The Kraken tapped his cane on the floor in irritation. “This conversation has gotten sidetracked. I was explaining how – despite your aunt’s best efforts – I found you again.”



“Please go on.”



“As you know, the Mary Jones record relates to my daughter Beguile. I started racking my brains, trying to figure out who would have an interest in these events. The only person I could think of was your father, and he’s been locked up for a lifetime. Besides, he was personally involved, so what need would he have to research any of this? And the more I thought about it, the more it felt like I was missing something. So on a whim, I decided to have Vir watched. And can you guess what happened?”



I didn’t say anything. I already knew what had occurred.



“This young girl shows up to visit him,” the Kraken continued. “When it’s reported to me, I ask to see the footage of this young lady.”



I fought to keep surprise from showing on my face. I knew I was being filmed at Vir’s prison, but if the Kraken was able to get a copy of the tape – and I didn’t doubt that he was – it was further evidence of the reach of Novercalis. But I really shouldn’t have been surprised; after all, Novercalis had once been able to compromise a member of the Alpha League.



“Lo and behold,” the Kraken went on, “when I see this footage it’s like I’m seeing a ghost. The girl on the tape is like a clone of my eldest girl from her teen years – her hair, her skin, her walk, her mannerisms. They’re all strikingly reminiscent of my daughter. Of course, Beguile had had a daughter of her own, but that child had died. Or had she? My memories on the topic started to get muddled as I tried to recall the exact details of her death. At that point, since I couldn’t seem to sort things out on my own, it occurred to me that I should seek professional help.”



I snorted. “That’s the smartest thing you’ve said all day.”



The Kraken’s lips pursed in anger for a second, and then he went on. “Since the problem seemed to be in my mind, and Novercalis has several powerful telepaths in its ranks, I sent for one of them. That’s when I discovered that my memories had been tampered with, among other things. It only took about an hour to fix everything, to undo the damage, but from all indications, it was your aunt who had scrambled my brains, so I decided to pay her a visit.”



“How’d you even know where we lived?”



The Kraken laughed. “Young lady, I was viewing the tape of you going to meet your father within thirty minutes of you stepping inside that prison. Finding out where my daughter lived was almost effortless. What came as a surprise was the fact that you lived with her. My agents are parked across the street, waiting for Esper, when you drive up. After that, it wasn’t difficult to figure out who you were. I was tempted to knock on the door and introduce myself, but decided to wait and see Esper first.”



“So that you could maybe cut her nose off to teach her a lesson?”



“Nonsense. I only wanted to talk.”



“And she just happens to pass out later and can’t be woken up?” I hissed angrily. “That’s bull! What did you do to her?”



“The same thing I did to you – greeted her with a hug. That said, I will admit that I covertly smeared a soporific on her skin, although it took longer than I anticipated to cause the intended effect.”



My eyes went wide as I thought about the hug I’d given him. He noted my reaction and laughed.



“Never fear,” he said. “I didn’t feel it necessary to take the same action with you as with your aunt.”



“Of course not. It was easier to shoot me in the chest.”



The Kraken scowled slightly. “I do apologize for that, but I needed you to come with me, and I didn’t have the time to debate the subject. But trust me when I say I have no intention of doing that again. If you fall to the floor unconscious from this point forward, it won’t be my doing.”



I didn’t know if I believed him or not, but it was too late to do anything about it. Of course, drugging Esper had been absolutely necessary to effectuate his raid on our house. Had she been conscious, Esper could have simply gone into the minds of our attackers and ended the battle before it began.



“Anyway,” he said, walking towards the door, “now that you are up to speed on current events, we should go.”



“Why would I go anywhere with you?”



“Because I have a surprise for you.”



“Keep it. I’m not interested.”



“Are you sure?”



“Positive,” I said insistently.



“Pity,” the Kraken said, looking wistful. “I thought you’d like to meet your mother.”










Chapter 34



We were in another part of the building, not far from the Kraken’s office. He and I were standing in front of a locked door, along with a woman in a nurse’s uniform.



“How is she, Celia?” the Kraken asked.



The nurse, Celia, shrugged slightly. “She seems to be having one of her better days.”



“Alright,” the Kraken said. “Let us in.”



Celia unlocked the door and opened it. The Kraken went in, with me right on his heels. The door closed and locked behind us.



We were in what appeared to be a spacious bedroom. There was a flat-screen television sitting on an entertainment center. I also saw a desk, a dresser, and a nightstand. There was a door in one wall that presumably led to a bathroom.



The bed itself was large – at least king-sized. On it sat a woman with long, dark hair. I looked at the Kraken, who motioned that I should approach. I took a few tentative steps in the direction of the bed. The woman was sitting with her right side facing our direction, giving me a profile view of her features.



I could see what the Kraken had meant earlier. Just from what I could observe at an angle, I saw much that was similar to myself, from her jawline to the way she sat to the way she held her head.



The woman (purportedly Beguile) was humming softly – some kind of lullaby – and appeared to be brushing the hair of an infant-sized doll.



“Uh, hello,” I said.



Beguile stopped humming and tilted her head in an odd, jerky fashion, almost like a bird, but continued brushing the doll’s hair.



“Hello,” she said in a voice that was kind of hollow.



“How are you?” I asked. I leaned forward slightly, trying to get a better view of her face but she angled her visage away in a matching move.



“I’m well, today,” she answered, but the words sounded empty, like she was saying them by rote. “And yourself?”



“I’m fine, thank you. Uh…do you know who I am?”



“Of course. You’re Alexis. Daddy told me you’d be coming to visit.”



I glanced at the Kraken, who was still back by the door, silent.



“Yes,” I said, “Alexis is my name. But do you know who I am?”



She sighed, as if she were having to explain something she’d just told me ten times. “Alexis Minerva Peale. Amp, your father used to call you. My daughter.”



“Yes. I’m happy to finally meet you.”



Beguile shook her head as if she were talking to an idiot, although still only presenting me no more than a profile view. “We’ve already met. I carried you for nine months. Gave birth to you. I think that counts as an introduction and more.”



“Agreed,” I said nervously, “but it’s been awhile since we last enjoyed each other’s company.”



“Enjoyed? Is that how you’d phrase it?”



“I suppose,” I said. Then, frustrated with talking to the side of her face, I said, “Look, I don’t like speaking to your ear, jaw, and neckline. Could you look at me, please?”



“If I do that, you’ll have to look at me.”



I shrugged. “Okay, so?”



“So be it,” Beguile said, setting the doll and brush down. Then she turned to face me, and I gasped.



The left side of her face was a ruin. She had clearly been in some sort of accident, as that portion of her skin was ravaged by the effects of severe burns. The epidermis – even on her scalp – was entirely gone, giving that side of her face and head a skeletal appearance. The bizarre amalgam of the two halves of her countenance, one beautiful and the other desolate, was more horrific and disturbing than if the damage had been complete.



“Oh my,” she said, staring at me. “You’re beautiful. You remind me so much of myself at your age.”



“Th-th-thank you,” I murmured, trying to get over my shock. “I see the resemblance, too. It’s like looking in a mirror.”



Without warning, a tenseness seemed to fill the air as Beguile simply stared at me. I had no idea what had caused it, but I could sense a change in her demeanor – from the set of her shoulders, to the way she now held her head, and in a dozen other little ways.



“A mirror?” she suddenly said. “A mirror?!”



Suddenly she drew her legs in under her, and – screaming – leaped towards me, hands stretched out like claws.



I was definitely caught by surprise, but a moment later, instinct and training took over. Grabbing the wrist of one of her hands, I turned my body and bent slightly, thereby throwing her over my hip and slamming her to the floor.



She groaned in pain, and I blinked, suddenly realizing what I had done.



“I’m so sorry!” I said. “Are you al–”



My words were cut off as Beguile swung an arm, sweeping my legs out from under me. I hit the floor with a thud, all the wind knocked out of me.



Beguile was on me a second later, a wild woman locking her hands around my throat and squeezing. Fighting panic as she cut off my air, I sent a jolt of electricity through my body. Beguile scrambled back, screaming at the shock she’d just received. Coughing and massaging my throat, I propped myself up on my elbows.



Chattering madly, Beguile came at me again. As soon as she touched me, I let her have another shot of juice and she hooted in pain again and leaped away. She hissed at me and then shuffled over to the far side of the room.



Thinking she’d had enough, I slowly got to my feet. As I stood, however, I heard something like a war cry and saw Beguile rushing at me, holding a wooden chair over her head. Apparently she hadn’t had enough; she’d just realized that she shouldn’t touch me directly.



She was about five feet from me when her legs seem to go out from under her. She face-planted on the floor and the chair went skittering away, stopping just a few feet to the side of me. Looking at the scene, it only took a second to see what had happened; as Beguile had charged, the Kraken had stuck out his cane and tripped her.



Faster than I would have thought possible, Beguile got up and came at her father. He took a step back and pointed the tip of his cane in her direction. There was a sound like a firecracker going off in a soda can, accompanied by a flash of blue light, and Beguile went soaring backwards, knocked off her feet. She landed on the bed, arms outstretched, and lay there, unmoving.



The Kraken rapped on the door with his cane; a moment later, I heard the click of locks turning and then the door opened. As we stepped out, the nurse closed and locked the door again.



“You were right, Celia,” the Kraken said to the nurse. “This is one of her better days.”










Chapter 35



“I should have warned you about her,” the Kraken said a few minutes after we left the area where Beguile resided. “Anything related to mirrors sets her off. I don’t know if you noticed, but there were no mirrors in her quarters – not even the bathroom.”



“What happened to her?” I asked.



“Your father happened to her.”



“I don’t understand.”



“I’ll explain in a moment.”



We were now at the end of another long corridor, which ended at a door. Smiling, the Kraken turned the knob and stepped inside.



I looked around this new room in surprise. It was about four thousand square feet in size, with lots of odd machinery lining the walls and an extremely high ceiling. (Oddly enough, I saw a large glass window high up one wall, and realized it was the Kraken’s office.) There were also at least twenty people milling about, checking on various devices, computers, and instruments.



In the center of the room (which seemed to be our destination) was an odd contraption. It seemed to be a metal chair set up in a reclining position on some sort of mechanical dais. There were all kinds of wires and cables running to and from it, connecting it to most – if not all – of the machinery in the room. Frankly speaking, it looked like an electric chair on steroids, and I pitied the poor soul who’d have the misfortune of having to sit there and be subjected to…whatever the heck all this was.



As we reached the bizarre chair, the Kraken waved his hand in an all-encompassing gesture, and asked, “Do you know what this is?”



I shrugged. “New home theater system?”



“Your father’s greatest invention,” the Kraken said, ignoring my comment.



I’m sure the surprise showed on my face as I looked around the room again with fresh eyes. “The induction engine?”



“Yes.”



“I thought it was destroyed.”



“It was, but not beyond repair. So I had it reconstructed shortly thereafter.” He then leaned towards me conspiratorially and whispered, “We reversed-engineered your father’s schematics.”



“And now you intend to use it again.”



“I’d argue that I really didn’t get to use it the first time, thanks to Vir.”



“What do you mean?”



“First things first. Now, you asked what happened to your mother.”



“And you said my father did it.”



“Not exactly. But to understand what occurred, I need to give you some context. Your father was supposed to hand this device over, fully functional, for your safety. He didn’t exactly do that.”



“What do you mean? I thought it worked.”



“It did. But only for him.”



I shook my head. “I’m not following you.”



“Then I’ll explain. The device your father built wasn’t designed to be powered by conventional means. There’s a bioelectric interface that’s part of the machine’s ignition switch. It won’t turn on or stay active without it.”



I frowned. “Wait a minute. Are you saying the induction engine has to be powered by a living person?”



“An electrophorus person, to be exact. In other words, someone with an innate power over electricity, like you or Vir.”



“Okay. People like us aren’t common, so I’m guessing you couldn’t find anyone.”



“Oh no, I found people with the appropriate power set easily enough. The problem is that your father also rigged the device so that the activation sequence is also DNA-coded.”



“You’ve lost me again.”



“It’s only supposed to work for a specific DNA structure. A specific individual. One single, solitary person on the entire planet.”



“My father.”



“Yes.”



“So how does this relate to what happened to Beguile?”



“We didn’t initially know about the electrophorus or DNA restrictions. Your father gave us a demonstration and we were satisfied that the device worked. We also didn’t know at the time that – during his demonstration – he had siphoned a monstrous amount of power from some source and was drawing it back to our location.”



“Hold on,” I said in confusion. “I thought you said it wouldn’t work if the person who was the power source wasn’t interfacing. How’d Vir make it work?”



“We don’t know, but the power he directed back to the induction engine was orders of magnitude higher than anything the device was designed to handle. We knew that much. It was going to blow up. We’d already made the exchange with your father and he’d taken off with you. So – in an effort to stop the impending explosion – we began ripping the device apart.”



“I take it your efforts were in vain.”



“Partially. Some of the siphoned power did make it back to the induction engine and basically caused the machine to self-destruct. However, much of the energy got released in the surrounding area.”



“Aberdeen.”



The Kraken nodded. “The release of energy was like bombs going off. Your mother happened to be in one of the affected regions and, well…her face tells the rest of the story. Since then, with the loss of her looks, her mind sort of fractured. She’s been completely unstable ever since.”



“And you blame Vir for that.”



“Who else?!” the Kraken demanded angrily. “It was his duplicity that caused all that damage in the first place!”



I waved towards the machinery in the room. “So what’s the point of all this, of reconstructing the induction engine, if Vir’s the only one who can work it?”



“I thought the same thing,” the Kraken said, “which is why, after rebuilding it, the induction stayed in storage for almost seventeen years.” Then he smiled. “But we may have found a workaround recently.”



I scoffed. “What, you’re going to break him out of prison, like one of your Novercalis bigwigs? Good luck with that.”



“No, nothing along those lines. You see, we don’t need your father here, just his DNA. Or rather, someone with his DNA.”



I was confused for a moment by his words, and then stared at him in shock as the meaning became clear.



“No,” I said simply. “Absolutely not.”



“Sure you will.”



“No, I won’t.”



“You will,” said the Kraken firmly, dropping the kindly grandfather routine, “or I’ll blow your mother’s head off right in front of you. Both of them.”










Chapter 36



The Kraken gave me an hour to make my decision. In truth, I didn’t need an hour; I didn’t need five minutes or even thirty seconds. There was no way I was going to let Esper die.



She was the woman who had raised me. She had been there for me as long as I could remember. She was there to tuck me in at night when I was a toddler and scared. She was there to take care of me when I got sick. She was there the first time a boy broke my heart and I felt like I wanted to die.



No, I couldn’t let anything happen to Esper – I wouldn’t. Just like I knew she’d never let anything happen to me.



Suddenly, I understood what my father must have gone through when Novercalis was threatening my life. I realized the kind of unconditional, do-anything-for-you type of love he must have felt – still felt – for me. I almost wished he were here. Based on everything I’d heard, he was brilliant, and would probably find a way out of this situation.



I was still dwelling on that subject when they came to get me.



*****



When I walked in, I found the room with the induction engine to be fairly crowded. In addition to the various techs who were in the room before, there was the Kraken (of course), along with Beguile and her nurse, as well as two security guards. I glanced at Beguile, who didn’t seem to know where she was; eyes half-closed, she was swaying slightly from side to side, as if moving in time to music only she could hear.



Also present were two men and a woman who were gathered around what appeared to be a hospital gurney with a patient on it. A second later, having reached out with my power, I ran over to the gurney. Esper was lying on it.



“Esper!” I screamed, grabbing her by the shoulders and shaking her. “Esper!”



“She’s still sedated,” the Kraken said, drawing my attention. “Plus I’ve got three other telepaths monitoring her to make sure she stays in check.”



I looked at the two men and woman around my aunt, fighting the urge to lash out at them.



“She’ll be fine,” the Kraken continued, “assuming you make the right decision.”



As if on cue, each of the security guards pulled out a pistol. One pointed his weapon at Beguile’s head; the other stepped over and pointed his at Esper’s, placing the barrel against her temple. (For the record, Beguile seemed as oblivious as her unconscious sister to the danger she was in.) I stared for a moment, trying to figure out if this man really would kill his own two daughters if I defied him. I looked at him, and felt with utter conviction that he absolutely would.



“Well?” the Kraken said expectantly.



Mentally, I raced through my options. I could probably short the power and take out the lights, but there was no way the guards were going to miss – even in the dark – if shooting Beguile and Esper were their top priorities. Also, I didn’t know what the three telepaths were ordered to do if something untoward happened – maybe wipe Esper’s mind clean? And even if I did manage to snatch her up, I had no idea how to get out of this complex we were in. Simply put, there were simply too many unknowns. I had to play ball for now.



“I’ll do it,” I replied. “As if I have a choice.”



“There’s always a choice,” said the Kraken. “The trick is being able to live with the consequences.” He nodded at the two security guards, who put their weapons away.



I walked over to the chair. “What do I do?”



“Just climb up into the seat and get comfortable,” the Kraken said. “The techs will connect everything.”



“You realize that this may not even work. I’m not my father.”



“There are two women in this room praying that you’re enough of him to make this machine operate.”



With that, he stepped back and let the techs go to work. Five minutes later, I had something like a medical halo attached to my head and electrodes on just about every bare patch of skin (arms, neck, cheek, and so on). They had also strapped down my arms and legs, using restraints I hadn’t initially noticed.



The restraints, I quickly discerned, were going to be a real problem. With them on, I couldn’t get my hands in the proper position to blast anyone. Moreover, they were insulated, so I couldn’t just fry them with high voltage and free myself that way. And even if I were able to get loose, it was unlikely that I could take out all the bad guys before someone got hurt.



“The halo,” the Kraken explained, “will operate as part of the bio-interface. The electrodes will, among other things, scan your DNA via sweat and other secretions.”



“Sounds great,” I said. “I haven’t had my secretions scanned all week.”



The Kraken ignored me and turned to one of the technicians. “Begin.”



The technician turned to me. “You have to, uh, generate power.”



I didn’t say anything, just closed my eyes and concentrated for a second, and then began producing electricity. A moment later, I heard and sensed some odd piece of machinery going through some type of start-up procedure.



“It’s working,” said one of the techs. “It’s working!”



“More power,” said the Kraken to me.



I increased my output, as ordered, but began to note an odd sensation. I could feel the electricity coursing through the machines in the room, and – extending my senses – throughout the industrial complex we were in. And then even farther out…



Our current location was somewhere on the outer edge of the city. However, as I seemingly left my body behind, I could sense electricity in the environment all around me. I could perceive it in the cars on a nearby road. I could discern it in airplanes in the sky. I felt the hypnotic pull of the city’s power grid, calling me like a siren. I could even divine power in the air.



And with that, I had a very clear notion of how Vir had overloaded the first induction engine.



I began trying to formulate a plan, but I hadn’t progressed very far before I heard someone calling my name. At the same time, I felt rough hands shaking me.



“Electra!” the Kraken shouted, gripping me by the shoulders. “Electra!”



“Yes, yes,” I said, opening my eyes. “I can hear you.”



“Good,” said the Kraken, and I noticed he was wearing some kind of insulated gloves. “I need you to shut down the city’s power grid.”



“Wh-what?” I stammered.



The Kraken smiled. “I’ve decided that I’m going to charge the city for allowing it to have power. One million dollars per month. But to show those in charge that we mean business, I need you to shut down the city’s power grid for an hour.”



“But it’s the dead of winter,” I said. “People will freeze. There are hospitals that need to perform surgery. There are–”



“I don’t care,” the Kraken said. “Shut down the grid, or I shut down your mother.”



The security guard next to Beguile once again put the muzzle of his weapon to her head.



I reached out with my power, fully intent now on putting my plan into motion. It wasn’t perfect, but it would have to do, because there was no way I was giving that maniac what he wanted.



I looked at Esper and thought I saw her twitch slightly. She’d understand what I was about to do. At least, I hoped she would.










Chapter 37



The first indication the Kraken got that something was wrong came from one of the techs, who said that the instruments had detected a massive amount of power that was inbound. I’m sure it must have given him an eerie sense of déjà vu.



“Electra,” he said, “what are you doing?”



“I’m trying to do what you asked,” I lied.



“The instrument readings say something else. You really don’t want to test my patience here.”



I gave him an evil glare. “Test your patience?! How about you remember that you’ve had this machine for almost twenty years and I’ve been using it for ten seconds! How about a minute for me to figure out how it all works before you start whining about not getting your way?”



“Very well,” the Kraken said with a smile as he pulled a pocket watch from the interior of his suit jacket. “You have your minute, as requested.”



“Wait a minute!” I said. “Be fair!”



The Kraken gave me a bemused grin. “What’s not fair? You asked for a minute; I’m giving it to you. At the end of that time, if these instruments indicate that you’re doing anything other than what I’ve asked, Beguile gets to meet her maker.” He glanced at the pocket watch. “Forty seconds left.”



Beguile, who had appeared to be disconnected from real-time events up until now, suddenly seemed to understand the stakes.



“Alexis,” she said, turning to me. “Please, I need you to do as your grandfather asks.”



Her plea caught me off guard, as it seemed to be sincere and heartfelt.



“I understand that I’ve been less than a fit parent,” she continued in an endearing tone, “but it’s not difficult to understand why. I mean, look at the stock I come from.”



I frowned in confusion. Deep down, I knew this was a ploy on Beguile’s part, a survival mechanism. At the same time, though, it was something I had desperately wanted to hear my entire life.



“Twenty-five seconds,” said the Kraken.



“I can work on being a better mother to you,” Beguile said, “but not if I’m dead. Don’t let me die.”



Beguile’s antics were throwing me off my game plan. I tried to shut her out – focus on what I needed to do. I looked towards Esper, hoping the mere sight of her would give me some kind of guidance, as she had done my entire life.



“Fifteen seconds,” the Kraken announced.



“Alexis! Please!” Beguile screeched. “Please! You have to do this!”



She was starting to sound frantic, more like the Beguile who had tried to choke me out.



The Kraken calmly looked at his watch. “Ten seconds.”



Beguile’s brow suddenly furrowed in anger. “Did you hear me, you brat! Do what you’re told!”



I shut her out, focusing solely on Esper.



The Kraken raised his hand, like a gal holding the flag at the beginning of a drag race. “Seven seconds. Six. Five.”



“Are you listening to me??!!” Beguile shrieked as her father continued counting down, spittle flying from her mouth. “Are you listening to your mother??!!”



I turned to her, giving her a very frank stare, and said, “As a matter of fact, I am.”



“Zero,” said the Kraken, dropping his arm.



There followed the sound of a gun being fired – almost deafening in the room despite its size – and the Kraken jerked a little. Slowly, as if in surprise, he lifted the bottom of his suit jacket, and I saw a red stain blooming on his shirt in the area of his abdomen. I looked around and saw that the guard who’d had his gun on Beguile now had his weapon trained on the Kraken.



As if following his colleague’s lead, the other security guard suddenly drew his weapon and shot the three telepaths who were supposed to be keeping watch on Esper, dropping them where they stood. He then turned his weapon on the Kraken as well.



Groaning slightly, Esper then sat up. The Kraken stared at her, and then let out a harsh breath. He was clearly not used to being out-maneuvered.



“It’s over, Kraken!” I yelled. “Give up!”



“Never!”



“Then stay here and die!” I yelled.



My timing was perfect, because all of a sudden, alarms began blasting throughout the place, accompanied by flashing lights. The techs, who had all frozen at the sound of shots being fired, suddenly began scrambling for the exits, heedless of the fact that they might be shot. As they ran out, I could hear shouting and what sounded like more gunfire coming from the hallway outside.



The Kraken jerked his head around several times, trying to make sense of what was going on.



“What have you done?!” he finally shouted at me.



“Re-enacted a bit of history,” I said. “There’s a colossal amount of energy headed this way – more than the system can handle. It’s going to take out this machine, this room…probably this entire site!”



The Kraken looked as though he didn’t believe me, but then his face morphed into a mask of complete fury.



“You!” he screamed, his eyes glowing red. “You’re as deceitful as your father! When I finish with you, being shot in the head is going to sound like a Christmas present!”



Before I knew it, he raised his cane and had the end of it pointed in my direction.



“No!” I heard Esper scream as something like laser light came streaking out of the cane. I twisted away as much as the restraints would allow me to, and then felt searing pain in my side.



Sounds of gunfire suddenly erupted, and when I looked, I saw the two security guards emptying their clips in the direction of the Kraken. To my amazement, the old man wasn’t getting riddled with bullets; eyes glowing red, he was twirling the cane so fast between his fingers that it almost couldn’t be seen.



It took me a moment to realize what was happening: the Kraken was using his cane to parry the shots being fired at him. At the same time, he was walking backwards, heading towards one of the exits.



I hunkered down into the metal chair as much as I could as bullets ricocheted around the room. A few moments later, the gunfire ceased.



Suddenly, Esper was over me, undoing the restraints. Even though I had known what was coming, I was still surprised.



Needless to say, Esper had regained consciousness earlier and had been faking her sedation. The fact that she had done so while under the watch of three other elite telepaths was a true testament to her abilities. (She would later tell me that fooling those three had been child’s play.) She had, of course, taken over the guards as well before mentally communicating with me while the Kraken performed his countdown. (Thankfully, she had agreed with my hasty plan to destroy this place.)



“Sweetie,” she said, voice full of concern as she undid the last of the restraints, “are you okay?”



“I think so,” I replied. “The Kraken?”



“He made it to the exit. Beguile and that other woman got out as well, through another door.”



I touched my side, where the Kraken had shot me, and winced in pain at the contact. When I looked at my hand, I saw blood.



“Oh no!” Esper gasped. “We have to get you to a hospital.”



She began yanking the electrodes off me, but I slapped her hand away, before she was able to disconnect more than a few.



“No,” I said. “I have to stay here.”



“What are you talking about?” she asked.



“I wasn’t lying,” I said. “There’s enough power headed this way to blow this place sky-high – but only if I stay in place.”



“What?”



“If I leave the chair or break the connection, the machine shuts down. That means all that energy gets released at whatever junction it’s at in the transmission process.”



“Just like Aberdeen.”



“Yeah, and right now I’m pretty sure it’s over the city – millions of people. We’ve probably got more residents in one square block than Aberdeen had in the whole town.”



It took her a moment to process what I was saying, and then she started crying.



“Esper, we don’t have time for this,” I said. “You need to leave. Now.”



Tears streaming down her face, she just shook her head and took my hand. “No. I can’t. You go – I’ll stay.”



“You can’t. It won’t work for anyone but me.”



At that, the remaining color drained from her face.



“Esper, you have to leave,” I insisted. However, it didn’t seem that she was listening to me. It was almost as if she hadn’t heard me.



“Esper,” I said, trying to get her attention. “Esper! Aunt Esper!!”



Finally, she seemed to snap out of whatever fugue state she’d been in.



“It’s time,” I said. “You have to go.”



She nodded silently, and then stepped back. The two guards – the only other people left in the room and obviously still under Esper’s control – moved in unison to flank her.



“Aunt Esper,” I said as she turned to go. “Thank you for everything. I love you.”



“I know, baby,” she said. “And thank you – for making everything I did worthwhile.”



At that moment, one of the doors flew open, shoved with such intensity that it banged against the wall.



“Anyone need help in here?” said a male voice.



I stared, not believing what I was seeing, still surprised at who had just walked into the room.



It was my father, Vir.










Chapter 38



Wearing street clothes, Vir stepped confidently over to where I sat in the chair, casually glancing around the room.



“Hey, Amp,” he said, bending down to give me a kiss on the cheek. He then turned to my aunt, greeting her with a mere “Esper” before kissing her on the cheek as well.



He put his hands on his hip and spun in a circle, taking in the room.



“Geez, your old man has made a mess of my work,” he stated a moment later. He then began pointing at various items around the room. “That’s configured all wrong. That’s misconnected. The alignment on those two is off. And that…I don’t even know what that’s doing in here.”



He turned back to me. “Well, what are you waiting on? Get up, get outta here.”



“I can’t,” I said. “There’s an elec–”



“I know,” he said, interrupting me. “I can read it on the instruments. That’s why you need to go. Trust me, you don’t want to be here when this thing goes kaboom.”



I was about to say that he didn’t understand, that I couldn’t just leave. Then I realized that he did understand, and I could definitely leave – if he took my place.



Without warning, I started feeling the weird signal in my head again.



<Please, Amp,> my father’s voiced pleaded in my head. <I have to get in that chair. If I don’t, the last seventeen years will have meant nothing.>



I stared at him for a moment, and then nodded.



*****



It took less than a minute for me to swap places with my father. (It turned out that the induction engine could stay functional for a limited period – roughly thirty seconds – without the bio-interface being active, which gave Vir time to take my place.)



It disturbed me to a certain extent that he could be so stoic about dying, and I said so.



“But I’m not dying,” he said with a smile. “I’ll keep living through you.”



After that, there wasn’t much time other than to give him a hug and a kiss him on the forehead. I turned and headed towards the door then, giving him and Esper a moment alone. It was the least they deserved.



Seconds later, Esper and the two security guards joined me at the door and we left.










Chapter 39



It wouldn’t be a stretch to say that we escaped by the skin of our teeth. Reading the minds of the guards, Esper was able to locate several routes, paths, and points of egress that were limited to the use of security personnel. Since most organizations want their security on the scene as fast as possible when needed, these avenues basically provided faster access through the complex.



Still, the place was a little bit of a madhouse, with everyone scrambling to escape impending doom. (This occasionally prompted Esper to use our two escorts for crowd control – especially when someone was blocking our way.) Ignoring the pain in my side, I thought I did a fair job of keeping up as we dashed down corridors, through hallways, up stairwells and more, until we arrived at what looked like a subway tunnel.



From what Esper had learned from the guards, this was an underground rail shuttle mostly used to deliver supplies. From our perspective, it made a perfect emergency exit. All four of us piled in and soon we were zooming away. (Shortly thereafter, we heard what sounded like a large explosion and felt tremors, but thankfully our shuttle didn’t appear to be affected.)



Our end destination turned out to be a warehouse that was bustling with activity as people were loading various items onto trucks, railcars, and more. If anyone found it strange to see us step off the shuttle, they had the good manners to keep their opinion to themselves. A moment later, we were outside.



“What are you going to do with them?” I asked Esper, tilting my head towards the guards. “Make them turn themselves in and confess?”



“No,” she said. “That’s the telepathic equivalent of beating a confession out of someone. If that was fine, I’d have had the Kraken do it years ago.”



Well, that certainly shed light on a few things. It also made me feel better to know that my aunt (it still felt weird to apply that term to her) practiced what she preached from the standpoint of using her powers responsibly.



In the end, she settled for having the guards stay in place until the police (whom we promptly called) came for them. From what she’d seen in their heads, they were already wanted in connection with various crimes, so a confession wasn’t necessary.



“The Kraken tends to do a reverse security check when it comes to hiring decisions,” Esper said. “The worse your background, the more likely you are to get a job.”



We then went straight to League HQ. While I received medical attention, Esper reported what had happened to us and had a team sent to sweep our house and make sure it was secure. They must have given me something, because I don’t remember much of what happened afterwards. When I woke up, however, I was in a hospital room. Unsurprisingly, Esper was sitting in a chair next to my bed.



“Hey, sleepyhead,” she said. “How are you?”



“Good, I think.” I touched my side where I’d been wounded and felt bandages. “I’ve definitely been better, though.”



“Well, you’ll be happy to know that the house is secure. We can go home whenever they let you out of here.”



“What about the Kraken? Will he be coming after us? You said he doesn’t make idle threats.”



“I wouldn’t worry too much about him. I replanted the memory of your death – along with a few new ones – as well as the compulsion to stay away.”



“Will that be enough? I mean, he’s met me now. Doesn’t that make it more likely that he’ll remember something?”



“If he does remember anything, it’ll be like a dream. And which do you think he’ll be more accepting of – the on-going conviction he’s had for seventeen years that his granddaughter is dead, or the dream that for a day or so she was still alive?”



“I get that, but how will he accept the destruction of that industrial complex?”



“I embedded the notion that he simply wanted to try the induction engine again. He ended up with the same results as last time, and got injured in the process of escaping.”



“Okay, but there are still other people who saw me. Smiley, Whipcord, Beguile…”



“Beguile and her nurse I took care of before they even left the room with the induction engine. Besides, Beguile is unstable and no one listens to her anyway. As to Smiley and Whipcord, they got arrested after the incident at Locke Infinite and still haven’t recovered their sight. But I paid them a little visit while you were out and they won’t remember you either.”



She gave me a wink and I laughed.



“So,” I concluded, “you’re telling me that I don’t have to worry about Novercalis at all.”



“Well, they’re still out there, and at some point the League – hopefully – is going to take them down, so they may not be completely out of your future.”



“That raises a question,” I said, frowning. “With all the interaction that you and Vir had with Novercalis, with everything you told the League about them, why wasn’t there anything in the databases about them?”



Esper was silent for a moment, and then stated, “I had it removed. That info resides on an isolated network that’s not connected to the main databases.”



“Why’d you do that?”



“Because I saw this day coming. I knew there’d be a time when you’d figure things out – get close to the truth – and I didn’t want you crossing paths with them until you were ready. So I tried to hide some pieces of the puzzle to keep you from seeing the big picture too soon.”



I lowered my eyes. “I’m sorry. I know now that you were just trying to protect me. I should have waited. If I had, then none of this mess would have happened.”



Esper reached out and lifted my chin until my eyes met hers. “No,” she said, shaking her head. “It’s my fault. I should have realized you were ready to know the truth a long time ago.”



“Still, if I had just waited, Vir wouldn’t be dead.”



“Who’s dead?” said a voice from the doorway.



I looked up – and couldn’t believe it.



Vir was standing there, grinning.



Before I knew what I was doing, I had scrambled out of bed, pulling the IV loose from my arm as I ran over to give him a fierce hug. I closed my eyes, feeling incredibly safe as he hugged me back and kissed the top of my head.



“Excuse me,” said a nurse. “She needs to get back in bed.”



It was then that I noticed that a beeper was going off, probably as a result of the IV coming out. I climbed back into bed and let the nurse reinsert it. Then, after giving me a stern warning, she left and closed the door.



“I thought you were dead!” I exclaimed to Vir.



“No,” he said, pulling up a chair and sitting next to Esper. “It’s bad form to be killed by your own invention. You’ll never live it down.”



Esper and I laughed at that, and then my aunt excused herself.



“So,” he said, “I’m sure you must have questions.”



I shrugged. “Most of the background stuff I already heard from Esper – I mean, Aunt Esper. I do want to know how you survived, though.”



“That’s easy enough. I basically just slowed down the approach of the incoming power. That gave you and your aunt enough time to skedaddle, and me, too.”



“Notwithstanding the thirty seconds that the machine could stay functional without the interface, I thought that if no one was connected to it, the induction engine would shut down and the energy would release explosively from wherever it was in the transmission process.”



Vir shook his head disdainfully. “The Kraken told you that, right? He and his minions have no clue how a device like that works or how it can be adjusted. Their thinking is way too linear.”



“So you’re saying you modified it? In just a few minutes?”



He winked. “It’s easy when you know how.”



I suddenly recalled Esper’s description of Vir, how he was absolutely brilliant. It appeared that she hadn’t been exaggerating.



“By the way, kudos to you for figuring out where to get enough power to destroy that facility,” said Vir.



“I tore a page out of your book,” I said.



He smiled. “Great minds think alike. Most people don’t realize just how much electricity is in the planet’s atmosphere.”



I nodded in agreement. Almost everyone is aware that electricity exists in the atmosphere in the form of thunderstorms. However, outside of occasionally experiencing static shock, the general public seems blissfully unaware that there is a gargantuan amount of electricity all around us on a daily basis. In short, like Vir had done with the first induction engine, I had simply siphoned energy right out of the atmosphere.



“You know,” I said, “that device could solve the world’s energy problems.”



“It could,” he agreed. “But how are you going to guarantee that it doesn’t get used for bad things, like Novercalis had planned? Are you just going to take everyone’s word for it?” When I had no ready response, he said, “No, it’s better to just let the world find its own solution to that problem.”



“Anyway,” I said, changing the subject, “how’d you even know where we were? How’d you get there, for that matter?”



“Well, as to knowing where you were, we’re connected. You and I, that is. So I could feel when you were in distress.”



“Wait,” I said, not liking the implications of what I was hearing. “Are you saying you can sense my emotions, like when I’m bummed out about getting a bad grade, or, um, if, um, I’m out with a boy that I like and I’m, uh, excited?”



He laughed. “Don’t worry. I don’t know why, but it’s only when you’re in distress – danger.”



“Good to know,” I said, relief flooding through me.



“Besides, there’ll be no dating on my watch.”



I looked at him, noting that he appeared deadly serious. And then we both burst out laughing.



“Truth be told,” he said after a few moments of chuckling, “this was the first time it happened. I mean, I had this overriding sense that you were in danger.”



He gave me a few more details, and – based on when the feeling of dread hit him – it appeared to have coincided with the attack on me and Esper at our house.



“That brings us back to how you got there,” I said.



“Yeah, about that,” Vir said, suddenly looking sheepish. “I guess I sorta…broke out.”



“What?! How?!” I exclaimed. Then I remembered. “Never mind. I already know: the flawed nullifier.”



He nodded in agreement. “Yeah.”



“So how’d you get here?”



“Believe it or not, I still have friends – people in high places willing to do me favors. One of them has a plane that they put at my disposal. Of course, I don’t want to get them in trouble, so they’ll have to remain nameless.”



“Of course,” I agreed, although I already had a pretty good idea of who this friend was.



“Anyway,” he continued, “I’ve already called the authorities and told them that I turned myself in to the League. They’ll be sending a car for me soon, so if you have any questions for me, better get them out now.”



“I still have a couple.”



“Shoot.”



“When’s my birthday?”



“Your birthday is your birthday.”



“Huh?”



“The date on your birth certificate is your actual birthday. There was no reason to lie about that.”



I smiled. “Thanks. It’s great to know that I’ve actually been celebrating on the proper day. Oh, and my name? Where did that come from?”



“Your aunt came up with that, based on the fact that I always referred to you as my little Amp. Plus, it suited your power set. I could feel it in you before you were even born.”



“And what about this mental-talk we can do? It’s not telepathy…”



“No, it isn’t. It’s more like a radio station frequency that only the two of us can tune in to.”



I didn’t bother hiding my surprise. “I didn’t know anything like that existed.”



He leaned forward, as if telling me a secret. “Amp, you have no idea the things we’re capable of – people like us. Generating and controlling electricity? Sweetheart, that’s not even the tip of the iceberg. Your potential is so much more than you could ever imagine. Don’t diminish your ability to achieve that greatness by defining limits for yourself.”



“I won’t. I promise.”



“Now,” he said, “if those are all your questions, I have two for you.”



“Okay, shoot.”



He looked away for a second. “I’ll be heading back to lock-up soon. They’ll probably tack a few more years onto my sentence for the breakout, but I don’t care about that. If, um, if I put you on my approved visitors list, do you think you could come see me sometime?”



“I don’t know,” I said. “I can’t stand the idea of seeing you locked up, especially when I know that everything you did was for me.”



He nodded solemnly, looking down at the floor. “That’s fine. I can accept that.”



“But I will write and call – as often as they’ll let me.”



A bright smile broke out on his face. “That’ll be fine. Great, in fact.”



“So what’s your second question?”



For the first time, Vir seemed somewhat at a loss for words. Whatever it was, I couldn’t imagine that it could be harder than asking me to visit him in prison, but apparently he felt it was. Finally, he took a deep breath and said, “If enough time goes by and we get to know each other – and I’m not expecting it to happen overnight – but at some juncture, do you think you might be able to call me ‘Dad’?”



“Absolutely,” I said with a smile. “Dad.”



Practically beaming, he leaned over and gave me a warm hug.










Chapter 40



I only had one other visitor, who came by a short time later: BT. It was the female clone this time – the one I was used to seeing around Alpha League HQ.



At the time, I had been staring out the door of my room, watching Esper and Vir in the hallway. They were facing each other, standing close together, and holding hands. It was like one of those romance movies where you just try to get the boy and girl to kiss through sheer strength of will. To my surprise, they seemed on the verge of doing just that when BT stepped into the doorway, blocking my view.



“Hey,” she said as she came into the room. “Just thought I’d check up on you.”



“Thanks,” I said, trying to see around her.



BT gently closed the door before taking a seat in a chair next to my bed. If there was a kiss about to happen, I was going to miss it.



“I’m glad everything worked out,” she said. “That you got the information you were looking for.”



I nodded. “Yeah. I had to break the law, battle supervillains, and almost get killed to do it, but I got the goods.”



“Excellent,” BT said, and then sat silently.



I stared at her, and then decided to just say out loud what I’d already figured out.



“You knew, didn’t you?” I asked. “You knew all about my background the whole time.”



“Yes.”



“Why didn’t you just tell me?”



“Oh yeah, that would have gone over real well,” BT said sarcastically. “‘Electra, your mother’s an insane seductress, your father’s in prison, and your grandfather is a megalomaniac and the head of a secret criminal empire.’”



“Okay, you might have needed to spin it a little.”



“Maybe,” BT said. “But it also wasn’t my place to say anything. Esper was your aunt – the closest thing you had to a mother – so everyone tried to respect her wishes.”



“Wrong,” I said, shaking my head. “She’s not the closest thing I have to a mother. As far as I’m concerned, she is my mother.”



“I’m sure she’d love to hear that.”



“What she’d like to hear, I’m sure, is my father saying he loves her.”



BT laughed. “Esper reads minds. You think she doesn’t know?”



“Probably. How long has this thing with them been going on?”



“You’re asking moi?” BT said, feigning surprise. “You think I know?”



“Of course you do.”



BT sighed. “Apparently it began sometime after he started serving his sentence. Exactly when is anyone’s guess.”



I was sure BT could do better than that, but I didn’t see a need to pressure her for the exact date and time this particular romance began.



“Anyway,” BT went on, “I’m not staying long. I just wanted to make sure there were no hard feelings.”



“No,” I said, shaking my head. “Why would there be?”



“No reason, I suppose. I just didn’t want there to be any confusion about why I didn’t just blurt everything out. Aside from Esper’s wishes, it just seemed important to let you figure this out on your own – let you decide when you’d found out enough and either did or didn’t want to know more.”



I nodded, completely understanding BT’s point. A lot of people would have stopped looking into their past when they found out that their birth mother didn’t want them. Or that their father was in prison. Or when they found out a million other things. The truth of the matter was that nothing had been forced down my throat here, and everything I’d found out was the result of me continuing to push. Other people helped me, but I had been the driving force here, and if I found out things I wasn’t comfortable with or wish I didn’t know, it was on my own head.



With that in mind, I turned to BT and said, “I don’t have any problem with how you handled things. It was kind of you to help me as much as you did. And if it’s okay with you, from now on, I’d like to think of you as my friend, and not just my boyfriend’s friend.”



BT smiled. “I’d like that very much.”



Before I could say anything else, there was a knock at the door. A moment later, it cracked open and my father stuck his head in.



“They’re here for me, Amp,” he said. He didn’t have to say who. “There’s every possibility that they’re going to drag me off in chains, so if you prefer not to see that…”



“No, no, no,” I declared, swinging my feet to the floor. “I want to see you off, Dad.”



“Thanks, sweetie,” he said. “I’ll tell your aunt.”



He stepped away, only to stick his head back in the door a moment later.



“One other thing,” he said. “I almost forgot. They told me to tell you that some guy named Jim is looking for you.”



THE END
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