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Chapter One
 
 
“Sugar?”  The President asks as he pours the coffee into two small porcelain cups, ringed with gold.
“Three, please, Mr. President.”  I reply as I recline on the cream couch.  The President’s personal office is upstairs from the Oval Office, two rooms from his private bedroom.  The couch I was sitting on faces away from the large bulletproof window that looks out over the south lawn.  I can hear the secret agent’s shoes outside the door, shuffling and pacing every now and then.  They still seemed nervous with the whole situation.  The President spoons some sugar in and looks over at me.
“Please, call me Michael.”  He says with a soft smile, then raises a white porcelain jug.  “Cream?”  He offers.
I nod, then look around the spacious room.  The carpet is a deep emerald green, thick and luxurious.  I’m tempted to take off my boots and bury my toes in it.  
“I do have some pressing concerns that I would like addressed.”  The President says as he walks casually over and sets the cup and saucer down on the low coffee table.  The table is made from a dark wood, blended with a pale cream colored wood, giving it a marble effect.  He sits down in an armchair to my left, placing one leg over the other, and regards me over the rim of his small cup.
“Okay.”  I say and lean forward to pick up my cup of coffee.
“You look very different to how I saw you last on television.”  He says, pointing to my long white hair.  “And your eyes.”  He says and sips his coffee.
“From what I’ve been told, the reactor I threw into space exploded, and the radiation may have affected me.”
“May have?”  He laughs.  “So, this explosion is what caused the wormhole you mentioned?”
“That’s right.  I got sucked into the future, and that’s where I got this.”  I say and hold up the text book which Bill gave me.
He looks over his cup at me while he sips his coffee, then puts down his cup and sits forward.
“And you say, you can’t remember anything prior to going through this, wormhole?”
“I know you have no reason to trust me, sir.  And I know how all this must sound.  But look at me?  I’m real.  This book is real.”  I say as I put down my cup, and push the book across the coffee table to him.
“Trust must be earned, Cosmic Girl.”  The President states and picks up the text book.
“What do you want?”  I ask, raising an eyebrow.
“Your assistance, in certain matters.”  He replies cautiously.
“And in exchange?”  I ask.
He smiles and relaxes back into his armchair.
“What do you want?”  He asks.
“I don’t have a home, or an income.”
“Have you considered enlisting?”  He asks with a smile.
“I hope you’re joking.”
He chuckles and then stands up, walking to the window behind me.
“Perhaps, we can come to an arrangement.”  He says, and I get up and turn to look at him, as he gazes out at the manicured lawn.
“What do you have in mind?”  I ask, and he looks over his shoulder at me, smiling.
 
 



Chapter Two
 
 
“Hey, you’re alive.”  A man in a charcoal-gray suit says, when I step from the elevator into the underground parking area beneath the White House.
“Bill?”  I return, when I recognize the eyes and jawline.  His hair is much darker in this timeline, with only a few flecks of gray around his ears.  “Wow, you look so much younger.”  I add.
He frowns as he looks at me.  I notice a strange metal device in his right hand.
“Hold still.”  Bill says and holds up the strange metal device.  
“What are you doing?”  I ask as he moves the device up and down in front of me.
“Checking for radiation.”
“They already checked.”  I tell him.
“Doesn’t hurt to check.”  He says as the device beeps, then he lowers it and looks me up and down and raises an eyebrow.  “There’s something different about you.  No, don’t tell me.  I’ll get it.”  He smiles, then steps forward quickly and grips my shoulders.  “It’s damn good to see you again, kiddo.”
“Good to see you too, Bill.”  I say and smile up at him.  “You look so different, it’s weird.”
“You really went into the future?”  He asks, and I nod.  He looks into my blue glowing eyes for a second, then frowns before letting out a nervous laugh.  “Well, I guess we’ll be seeing a lot more of each other now.”  He says, then steps back and gestures with his right hand.  “This way.”  He begins marching through the dimly lit parking lot.
“Have you seen my friends?”  I ask as I follow him past thick concrete pillars.
“Oh, right.  You’ve been gone a long time.”  He says, looking back at me.  “They’ve been placed with other families.”  He says, then sees my intense frown.  “Oh, don’t worry.  The families are watched and protected by the F.B.I.  But Chicago wasn’t safe anymore. We had to get them out.”
“What happened?”  I ask.
“Do you remember Devlin De Marco?”  
I shake my head.  “Just what people told me.”
“It seems you really got under his skin.  He wanted to, how did he put it?  Bathe in your blood.”  Bill says and shudders.  “The guy’s a freaking psycho.”
“Where is he now?”  I ask.
“Don’t know.  He hasn’t killed anyone in a few weeks.”
“Have you heard of a Doctor Ho or a Doctor Orlov?”  I ask, as he presses a button, and the headlights flash on a black limousine.
“No.  But I can run some checks for you, if it’s important.”
“Trust me.  It’s important.”  I reply, then he opens the rear car door and I climb in.  The gray leather interior is so soft and clean, I feel like I’m violating the seats with my filthy smelly clothes.
“We’ll go to your new place first.  You definitely need a shower.”  Bill says as he climbs in and starts the car.
“That sounds great.”  I reply and close my eyes and relax back into the soft leather seat.  The car rolls forward slowly for a few minutes, before making a right turn and heading up a ramp.
“I’m sorry about what happened to your school.  We got the intel too late.”  Bill says apologetically.
“Could you have done anything to prevent it?”  I ask as the tiredness washes over me like a warm wave.
“No.  But we could have evacuated the buildings.”
“What did he do?”  I ask and open my eyes.
“If it’s all the same with you, I’d rather not think about that day.”  He replies, then a dark pane of glass rises up between us.
I look out of the black tinted windows, as we pass people strolling along the sidewalk.  Some are walking hand-in-hand, talking, laughing, some have bags of groceries or are carrying a young child.  
Life.  This is what I must protect.  
I press my hand against the tinted dark glass as we drive by.  
Out there, somewhere, Abigail’s parents might be doing this same thing.  I think, as I watch a happy couple kissing outside a Starbucks.  I unzip my black flight suit and pull out the rag doll.  I hold it up and press it to my face.  I can still smell Abigail.
The car slows down and pulls over after an hour.  When I open the door, the whine of an engine greets me.  I put the dolly back inside my flight suit, next to the text book and the black journal, and zip myself back up.  Bill gets out and comes around to my side as I climb out.
“This way.”  He says and gestures to the private jet, which is waiting a hundred feet away.
“I don’t need a plane.”  I tell him, raising my voice as the engine gets louder.
“I do.”  He replies.
“No, you don’t.”  I tell him, wrapping my arms around him.
“What are you doing?”  He blurts out, then I launch us into the late afternoon sky.  “Whoa.  This is unauthorized.” He gasps as I pass through the clouds in a matter of seconds.
“We’ll be working closer together.  Remember?”  I remind him with a grin.  “This is faster.  So, where are we going?”
“Well, normally, I just tell the pilot.”
“I’m the pilot.  So, tell me.”
“Chicago.  Aim for the harbor.”  Bill replies as his eyes water.
“Do you have G P S on your cell phone?”  I ask him.
He reaches into his gray suit jacket and pulls out his cell.  He looks at the small screen over my shoulder for a few minutes while I fly north, before looking down.
“Can you get us lower?”  He asks.
I swoop down toward the clouds and pass through in seconds.  On the other side, Bill wipes some condensation from the small screen and checks our location again.
“What have you got stuffed down there?  Something sharp is digging into my ribs.”  He complains.
“Oh.”  I say, then pitch backwards, grab his black leather belt and hold him above me as I fly upside down.  “Is that better?”  I ask as I crane my neck to see where I’m going.
“It’s different.”  He replies.  “Turn to your right.”
I make the turn slowly.  “Okay.  Straighten out.”  Bill says as he holds the cell phone in both hands in front of him, directly above my face.  “It’s strange seeing you out of your costume.”  Bill says after a few minutes.
“I don’t remember it.”  I reply as I look left and right, checking for air traffic.
“I guess you’ll need a new one, now that you’re back.”
“Maybe you could hook me up.”  I say and grin, as I look up at his wind whipped face.
“I think I know a few people who would love the opportunity.” 
“Just make sure it’s bulletproof and heat resistant.”  I say, before rising up to avoid a jumbo jet passing by.
“Shouldn’t be a problem.”
“Are we close yet?”  I ask, as he stares at the small screen.
“Four hundred miles to go.”
“Can you handle a little more speed?”  I ask.
“Just don’t drop me.”  He groans.  I roll my eyes and pull him closer.  
“You’d better put that away.”  I tell him, nodding to the cell phone.  Once it’s tucked away inside his suit jacket, I wrap my arms around him again.  I press his head down, so that the top of his head is just beneath my chin.  
“You might want to hold your breath.”  I warn him.  
He takes in a big gulp of air, then I accelerate.  His legs dangle and flap behind us as I rocket through the sky.  I crane my neck back and look ahead.  I focus with my eyes and zoom in on the horizon.  
I can see a large blue lake up ahead next to a huge metropolitan city.  I descend and head for the water and begin to slow down.
“You can breathe now.”  I tell Bill.  I chuckle at his now spiky hair.
“So, that’s what it feels like.”  He gasps, then starts laughing.  “Wow.  No wonder you always have a smile on your face.”
“It beats commuting, huh?”  I say, then look back down as we pass over the lake.  I level off at a hundred feet.
“You see the high rise, over there?”  He says, pointing towards the shore.  
“You mean the weird dark apartment building?”  I ask, when I see the tall building he’s pointing at.  
“We own the top three floors.  Your home is on the south side, below the restaurant.  Right there.”  Bill says, pointing to a bank of windows on the top floor, just below a round restaurant.
“Does it have roof access?”  I ask.
“Of course.”
“Good.”  I flip over and rise up a few more hundred feet, and make a B-Line for the roof.  
I hear a few car horns honk as I fly over the lake towards the shore.  I notice diners sitting at tables on the top floor, which is circular.  I glide down to the roof and set Bill down gently, then drop down.  
I stretch up with my arms and twist at the waist, as I feel a little stiff.
“Here’s your keycard.”  Bill says, as he pulls out a thin white plastic card from his wallet. 
I take the card and stroll over to the roof access.  Next to the door is a small card reader.  I swipe the card, and a small light turns green.  When I pull the door open, I see metal steps heading down a narrow walkway.  I head down until I get to a small corridor.  A large gray door stands immediately in front, then several feet to the right, the corridor ends at a steel door.  Bill walks past and heads toward the steel door.  He stops and gestures to the card reader next to the door.  I swipe my card, and I hear a metallic click, then the door pops open an inch.  I pull the door open to find carpeted stairs leading down a lilac painted stairwell.  Bill closes the door behind him then follows me down.  The stairwell curves around to the right as it descends, until it opens up to reveal a small square room.  The room is sparse, with only a blue linoleum floor and lilac painted walls.  A single metal door stands in the middle of the wall directly ahead of me.  I swipe the card and open the door.
“Wow.”  I blurt out when I step into a beautiful, spacious apartment.
Bill enters and closes the door behind him.
“Let me show you around.”  He says and strolls across the polished wooden floor toward the picture window, which stretches the length of the huge room, framing the city to the left, the beach directly below, while the blue lake filled the window dead ahead and stretched out to the right. 
“Well, I’m sure you’ll get to know your way around the city soon enough.”  He says gesturing to the view as he walks past and then points to a kitchen area.  “It’s fully stocked.”  Then he walks over to the wall near the breakfast bar.  
“This is a secure line.  Just tell the operator who you want to speak to.  They’ll handle the rest.”  He says pointing to a white phone resting on a shelf.
“Wash room?”  I ask.
He points over my shoulder, then saunters past and leads me into another room.
“Whoa.”  I murmur as I step into a cream marble tiled bathroom, complete with sunken bathtub, separate walk-in shower, wash basin and toilet bowl.  The room smells of lemon.
“I take my leave.”  Bill says and steps out of the room.  “I’ll call you in the morning.”
“Bye, Bill.”  I say and close the door.
I unzip and remove the rag doll and the two books, then place them carefully on the clothes hamper.  I pull off my boots and strip down, then pad across the tiled floor to the walk-in shower.  I close my eyes as I turn on the hot water and stand beneath the shower head.  
There are a variety of shampoos and conditioners sitting on a glass shelf next to the shower controls, and I grab the shampoo and get to work.
After I’m done, I wrap a towel around my torso and grab the doll and books as I exit the bathroom.  I take a seat on a plush red couch which faces the picture window overlooking the city.  I place the books down on the small glass coffee table, and place the doll on the couch next to me.  Tiredness sweeps over me again, and my eyes droop.  I lean over and rest my head on the arm of the couch, and raise my legs and stretch out.  I'm asleep before I finish my yawn.
 



Chapter Three
 
 
I’m awoken by the telephone ringing.  I sit up slowly from the red couch, and stare about me blankly for a second.  It’s still daylight outside, and as I stand up, the towel falls to the ground.  The phone rings again, and I spy the white telephone sitting on a shelf near the breakfast bar in the kitchen area.  I rise up and float over and pick it up, mid-ring.
“Hello?”  I ask and yawn. 
“Miss Brookes.  My name is Donald Winters.  You may not remember, but we have spoken before.”  An elderly man’s voice says politely.
“How can I help you, Donald?”  I ask.
“I thought it best if I speak to you first.  Before the press knows that you’re back.”  He goes on calmly.
“Go on.”
“You and I had an agreement, Miss Brookes.  I am still waiting for you to deliver what you promised me.”
“Okay.  I don’t remember much.  Can you clue me in as to what was agreed?”
“Devlin De Marco, and the meteorites that he used to give you your powers.”
“Right.  Well, as you may know, I’ve been out of town for a while.”  I reply sarcastically.
“And now you’re back.  I want Devlin.  I want those rocks.”  His voice rises slightly.
“Do you know where he is?”  I ask and stifle a yawn.
“He was last seen in Nigeria, where he slaughtered a local warlord and his army.”
“He seems like a nice guy.  When was this?”  I ask.
“Three weeks ago.  Can I trust that you will deal with this matter?”
“Sure.  Can you send me some recent photos of him?”  I ask.  “I need to know who I’m looking for.”  I add when he greets my question with silence.
“You don’t remember anything?”
“Not a thing.”
“Damn.  I’ll have Bill fax you some surveillance photos.”  He says then hangs up.
I frown as I put the receiver down.  
Who the hell was that guy?  
I float into the kitchen and rummage through the cupboards and refrigerator.  I make myself a boloney sandwich and a mug of black coffee, then sit on one of the stools at the breakfast bar.  
I’m just finishing the last of my coffee, when I hear a beeping noise coming from somewhere.  
I hop down from the stool and pad across the polished wooden floor, listening to the beeping.  I track the noise to a small machine sitting on a desk on the opposite side of the kitchen, in a little nook that’s been set up as an office area.  A small green button is pulsing on the machine, so I press it.  It makes a whirring sound, then a piece of paper emerges from a long slit in the top.  
I take the sheet of paper, then another one begins to emerge.  The one I’m holding shows two large portrait images.  The first image shows a mugshot of a handsome, if slightly creepy looking guy with shoulder length black hair.  The second image shows the same man holding up two army jeeps, one in each hand.  The second piece of paper shows an aerial shot of a small village, and beneath it is a hand written message.
Don’t forget the meteorites.  Question Devlin first, then terminate him.
Regards
Donald Winters.
“Whoa.  Terminate him?”  I blurt out in shock.  
I turn and stare out of the picture window, then realize that I’m still naked.  I fly to the other side of the room and try a door I haven’t opened yet.
“Oh.  Wow.”  I say when I step into the huge master bedroom.  
The biggest bed I’ve ever seen lies in the middle of the room.  To the right, sits a magnificent dressing table, complete with three mirrors and an ornate wooden chair.  On the surface of the dresser, reflected in all three mirrors, sits a shiny silver card.  To the left of the bed, rows of shelves sit beneath a large flat screen TV, stocked full of DVDs.  Beyond the bed is a massive walk-in closet.  I walk over to the dressing table and pick up the silver card.
Whoa.  A company credit card?  The name on the card is Agent Smith.  Well, I guess I’m Agent Smith.

My mouth hangs slack as I float over the thick white carpet towards the walk-in closet.  Racks of clothing jut out from one wall, while shoe racks and drawers fill the other side of the room.  Above the drawers, shelves stocked with all kinds of blouses and tops, fill the wall, and rise up at least six feet.  They are all filled with beautiful garments.  I open some of the lower drawers and find fancy looking lingerie.  
I’m in heaven.
I choose blue jeans, a pale purple blouse that has tiny blue flowers embroidered on the collar and sleeves, and some white Nikes.  Underneath I wear a plain beige bra with plain blue underwear.  I pick up a red hair band and tie my long white hair into a ponytail.  
I glance at myself in the full length mirror.  
I almost look normal.  
My glowing blue eyes blink back at me, then I turn and head back into the main living area.  I check the paper with the co-ordinates, then head over and pick up the phone.  It dials automatically, and a man picks up after a few short rings.
“How may I help you?”
“Bill, please.”  I ask.
“Last name?”  The operator asks calmly.
“I don’t know, actually.”
“Department?”
“Secret Service, I think.”
“One second, please.”  The line makes some beeping sounds for a few seconds, then the call is picked up.
“This is Deputy Director Dwayne Robinson.  Who is this?”
“Hi.  My name is……”  I think for a second.  “It’s Cosmic Girl.”
“Really?”  He asks, sounding confused.
“Umm, yes.  Can you help me?”  I ask.
“Just one second.”  The line goes quiet for a few minutes.  “Right.  Okay, now, who are you trying to reach?”
“His name is Bill.  Slicked black hair, gray eyes, wears a charcoal-gray suit.  Sounds like he’s ticked off all the time.”
“Ah, him.  Let me track him down for you.  Hold the line.”  The line clicks for a few minutes, then it buzzes for a second, before going quiet.  Then the line beeps for a few seconds.
“Hello?”  I recognize his voice immediately.
“Bill.  It’s me, Cosmic Girl.” I say quickly.  The line is faint, and there is some buzzing in the background.
“Did you get my fax?”
“Yeah.  But I need more than just some numbers.  Where is this village?”  I ask.
“Just tap those numbers into the laptop.”
“Oh.  Who’s Donald Winters?”  I ask.
“He’s the Secretary of Defense, and his patience is beginning to run out.”
“Yeah, he kind of gave me that impression.”  I reply.
“And you wonder why?  Where have you been?  I’ve been trying to contact you for three days.”
Three days?
“Around.”  I say as I look at the red couch.  “What’s your last name?  I had trouble finding you.”
“Kendrick.  Now, get to it.”  He says in a firm voice, before hanging up.
I float over to the corner desk, wedged between the picture window and kitchen cabinets.  I lift up the screen of the laptop, and press the power button gently.  Eventually the screen shows a logo for U.S. Department of Homeland Security, and a login screen appears asking for a username.  I shrug as I type cosmicgirl, and press enter.  The box disappears and a black screen with green text appears after a few seconds.  It shows a map of the world split into two hemispheres in white, with several options in green to the left.  Above the map, several small white dots with a series of numbers above them, are spaced out over both halves of the globe.  One of the options on the left is, co-ordinates.  
I use the track pad and select that option and double press the pad.  A black box outlined in white appears in the middle of the screen.  I check the sheet of paper, then enter the numbers as I see them and press enter.  A revolving green star appears on the screen, then it vanishes and a red dot appears on the lower right half of the globe.  
I use the pad and move the cursor over to the red dot and double tap the pad.  A pop up window appears with detailed information about the region.  
Ossiomo is eight miles south of Benin City.  The region is under the control of Benjamin Soyinka, who began trafficking cocaine from 1998, then began human trafficking in 2003.  Several oil companies have suffered huge financial losses as a result of Soyinka’s activities.  We suspect that he has been demanding huge amounts from these oil companies, in exchange for his mercy.  Reports have concluded that he has a small heavily armed group of men around him at all times, and moves around a lot.  His last known location was Benin City, three weeks ago.  A line of text in red is immediately beneath an image of the drug lord.  Deceased.
I hit print, and grab the sheet of paper. It has the map of Africa, and a detailed map of Nigeria next to it. 
Nigeria, here I come.
I pick up the white keycard from the coffee table, and head for the metal door.  Once I’m outside on the roof, I check the image again, and fold the paper and slip it into my back pocket, along with the mugshot of Devlin De Marco, the keycard and the silver credit card.  I look around at the skyscrapers opposite the lake, and hear laughter coming from the Ferris wheel at the pier, as I breathe in and ready myself.  I shake my hands and close my eyes, then raise my face to the sun.  I rise up slowly and open my eyes.  As soon as I’m a hundred feet up from the roof, I push my arms forward and accelerate.  I lean forward and start to level off once I’m way above the clouds.  
Faster.  
The roar of the wind becomes a scream, then there’s silence, as I rocket through the clear air, with my long white ponytail flapping behind me.  I see a glint of metal in the air ahead of me, so I climb.  I pass over the aircraft a second later, as I continue flying east.  
Devlin probably won’t be there.  But I might get a lead.  I just want to get the Secretary of Defense off my back.  But if he is there, he’ll find that I’m no push-over.
In a few more seconds, I spy a dark ocean through the clouds far below me.  I zoom in with my eyes and see land ahead.  I bank to my right and make a slow turn, until the sun is off to my right, then I straighten up again.  I pass a group of small islands to my left and bank toward them, making a wide turn as I aim at the shore.  The water nearer the shore is a beautiful aquamarine blue, and so clear I can see all kinds of fish.  The shoreline opens up on either side to form the mouth of a wide river.  I turn and fly over the river, then some marshlands and jungle.  The jungle flashes by below in a green blur, so I begin to slow down.  
A flock of pelicans take off from a swamp as I fly overhead, and I leave them behind in seconds.  After a few more minutes, the jungle thins and the land becomes dry red dirt, with small trees and thorny-looking shrubs.  I look ahead of me as I fly over the desolate earth, and spot a small group of people walking towards a river, which winds through the landscape like a sidewinder.  
I climb a few hundred feet and speed up again.  I pass through some low level clouds that are drifting by, and when I come out the other side, something hits my stomach and leg.  Then I hear the faint crack of gunfire from below.  I ignore them and keep going.  I bank to my right and head towards the ocean in the distance.  Once I’m over the deep blue water, I turn left and follow the shoreline as I fly east.  I stay a few hundred feet off shore as I fly by, and whistle when I see the number of houses all cramped together.  Thousands upon thousands of small dwellings sit next to each other in large clumps, right up to the beach, and as far back as the green hills in the distance.  Kids running on the beach are shouting and waving at me, while others are jumping up and down.  I wave down at them as I fly over the azure waves, and soon leave them far behind.  I feel more small objects bounce off my thigh and elbow, and I look down at the beach off to my left.  Small figures with rifles are running on the beach, taking pot shots at me.
“I love you, too.”  I shout back, then accelerate.
Several small brown birds that are bobbing on the water, take flight as I approach.  Their brown wings must be at least two feet long, and they slap the water at first, then as they take to the air, they ride the air current.  Their white faces and beaks turn and look around as I soar overhead.  I crane my neck and look down past my Nikes, and smile as the birds gain more height, and let out some weird grunts and quacks.  
Then I hear a loud commotion from up ahead, and I look back up and see a mass of dark bodies on the orange sand.  Most of them are pushing wooden canoes towards the water, while others are frolicking in the ocean, splashing water at each other.  I pass them in seconds, and aim for a small peninsular.  The ocean stretches on ahead for many miles, so I glide to a stop and reach for my back pocket.  I unfold the paper and check the map.  It’s hard to tell where I am, so I climb higher.  There are no clouds in the sky at the moment, so I get a good look at the shoreline from on high.  I check the map then look down, then hold the map out in front of me and compare the image to what’s below me.  
Okay, so from this, it looks like I’m just off the coast of Ghana.
I look down to my right, and see several ports and river mouths.  I turn and begin to fly east again, while I check the printout of the map.  The shoreline curves out towards the ocean up ahead, and after checking the map again, I accelerate and head towards the land ahead of me.  I begin to descend as I rush towards the beach, still a couple of thousand feet up, and flying at over two hundred miles per hour, at a guess.  As I get lower, I spy the beginning of a river near the beach, which winds its way northeast, inland.  I check the map quickly as I slow down, then decide to follow the river.  Several smaller rivers branch off here and there, but I continue to fly above the main river, which must be at least a mile wide.  
Lush, green vegetation surround the river on both sides, and the smell of damp and decay floats up to me, as I sail overhead.  Up ahead, beyond the next curve of the river, I see a small town.  I focus my eyes, and zoom in on the town.  They have a school with a small play area, and there are several small church buildings, thousands of small houses, and by the river, there is a dock, where a huge oil tanker sits.  Just up from the dock, there is some kind of industrial area, with large cylindrical containers.  I guess this is where one of the oil companies operates out of.  I decide to try one of the hospitals first, and bank to my left and fly over the township until I see a large T shaped building up ahead, with five white vans parked nearby.  I slow down as I approach, until the parking lot is directly beneath me, then I swoop down and right myself before touching down near one of the small white vans.
Within seconds, some of the locals are screaming and running away, while others cry out in shock and fall backwards on to their butts.  
I walk steadily toward the hospital entrance, while people scurry out of my path, screaming and shouting, while pointing at me.  
The sandstone building resembles a church more than a hospital, especially with a cathedral-style arched window above the entrance in tinted glass.  An orderly pushing an elderly man in a wheelchair stops and stares at me as I walk on by.
People staring at me like I’m some kind of freak, is beginning to creep me out.  Then I catch my reflection in a tinted window, and shrug.
Okay, I’ll admit, I do look weird.
I pull the papers from my back pocket and unfold them, as two security guards in dark-green, wearing black berets confront me near the main desk, holding grubby looking AK47s.
“Hi.  Can you help me?  I’m looking for this man.”  I say slowly and show them the mugshot of Devlin.
“Go away.”  One of the guards tells me, waving me away aggressively.
I roll my eyes and turn to a twenty-something nurse who is walking by, wearing a sky-blue top and pants.
“Excuse me?”  I say and wave to her.
She stops and looks at me, then at the guards, who are now prodding me in the back with their machine guns.
“Who are you?”  She asks in English, with a heavy Nigerian accent.
“I’m Cosmic Girl.  I’m looking for this man.  I was told he was in the area recently.  Have you seen him?”  I ask and show her the picture.
She stares at my eyes for a few seconds frowning, then she looks at the image.  She shakes her head.
“I don’t know where he is.  He was on the news.  Go north.”  She says, then points to the exit.  “You are upsetting patients.  Go, please.”
I tuck the paper back into my back pocket and rise up from the tiled floor, then turn and float through the entrance.  People back away from me, and talk excitedly amongst themselves as they point at me.  I smile at them, then look up and accelerate to the clouds.  I find the sun, then head north.
When I reach the outskirts, I notice a main road with two lanes that meanders north through the green and dusty landscape.  I follow it, and climb to a few thousand feet.
After a few seconds, I begin to hear a whirring sound coming from up ahead.  I zoom in with my eyes, and spot two military helicopters heading my way.  Beyond them, I see a much larger town than the one I just left.  Something slams into my shoulder, then my chest and ricochets off, making dull ping sounds.
The welcoming committee, I presume?
I lean back and climb higher, until I’m several hundred feet above them, then I step on the gas.
The world blurs by as I hurtle through the sky toward the city.  I pitch forward as I gain the outskirts and slow down.  I swoop down between two building and land gently in the middle of the street.
“Damn it.”  I complain, as I pass my finger through the holes in my purple top and jeans.
I listen intently, while a small crowd of Nigerian children begins to form around me.
They hold out their hands and look up at me with big soulful eyes.
I don’t hear the helicopters coming this way, they seem to be making slow circles a few miles south of here.  I look at the children’s smiling faces, and smile back.
“Hello.  I’m sorry, I don’t have any money.”  I say and show them my empty pockets.
“Pretty eyes.”  A young girl says, pointing at my face, while several boys tug on my arms.
“Step back, please.”  I tell them and slowly rise up from the street.
The children scatter, some laughing and pointing, while others just run away.
I rise up above the squat buildings and look for a main road.  I spy one, several hundred feet to my left, and make for it.  I follow the road north through the sprawl, until I notice two men in black uniforms, wearing black berets, walking along the street.
I swoop down and land gently behind them.
“Hi.  Excuse me.  Can you help me?”  I ask.
They both turn around, and as soon as they clamp eyes on me, they go for the guns at their sides.
“Hey, I’m not gonna hurt you.”  I tell them and hold my hands up.
“What are you doing here?”  One of them barks in broken-English.
“Who are you?”  The second one demands, pointing a gun at my face.
“I’m Cosmic Girl.  Look, I’m looking for this man.”  I say and reach into my back pocket.
The second police officer shoots me in the face, while the other one steps to the side and opens fire at my chest.
“Oh, forget it!”  I grumble as the bullets bounce off, and shoot up into the sky.
How am I supposed to find this clown, if no one helps me?
I fly over the city at a few thousand feet up, and pout as I look around.
Why are some people so mean?
I see a small river to my right, which separates the city from a smaller section of the city, where more houses and offices spring up like tombstones in an overcrowded cemetery.
As I pass over the bridge way below me, I shake my head in dismay at the amount of garbage that lies floating in the river.  In some places, the tins and empty bottles are stacked so high, you could probably walk across the river without getting your feet wet.
As I fly over the land, I see a building that stands taller than the other modest buildings around it.  It stands proudly at an intersection where the road splits in two different directions.  The triangular building reflects the bleak landscape back from its dark tinted glass.  On the roof, a sleek looking helicopter waits on a helipad.  The rotors are starting to rotate as a door to the roof is pushed open.
On the side of the modern looking building is a sign in bold white lettering.  Saint Petroleum.  There’s even a halo above the letter I instead of a dot.
I swoop down and land on the roof on the south side, and stroll toward the shiny white helicopter, as a short man with bleached-blonde hair begins to climb on board.
“Hello.”  I call out loudly, as the rotors whine gets louder.
“Who the bloody hell are you?”  The short man asks in a British accent.
“I’m Cosmic Girl.  I’m looking for this man.  Have you seen him?”  I shout and show him the mugshot.
He looks at the picture, while I try to hold it straight in the propellers downdraft.  His eyes flick to mine briefly, then he looks back at the image.
“Get in.”  He shouts, and gestures to the leather seat next to him.
I climb aboard as he buckles himself in.  He slips a headset on and points to one that hangs on a small hook above me.  I reach up and slip it on my head and adjust it.
“My name’s Marcus Saint, by the way.  Nice to meet you.”  His posh sounding voice comes through my headset.
“Hi.”  I reply, and he holds out his hand.
“I’d better not.  I might hurt you.”  I tell him and raise my trembling hand.
I’m too keyed up now.  Getting shot in the face tends to upset me.
“I understand.”  He says and nods.  “Now, why are you looking for this gentlemen?”  Mr. Saint asks.
“I wouldn’t call him gentle,” I say.  “He’s been terrorizing the locals, and butchered a warlord not far from here.”  I tell him.
“A warlord?  That’s not exactly a bad thing.”  He replies with a smile.
“Have you seen him around?  He can fly, like me.  So you may have seen him fly by your building in the last few weeks.”  I explain.
“It’s been so busy lately, I haven’t had time to gaze out of windows.  But I think I do recall hearing something about it on the news.  The local militia have been mobilizing, forming larger factions.  I guess someone wants to fill the void left by our dearly departed General Soyinka.”  He says, then looks out of the window.
“I’m confused,” I begin, and he turns his head and gazes at me with a lazy look in his hazel-green eyes.  “Why would someone like Devlin come here?  Why would he kill a warlord?”  I ask him.
“Why not?  The man was a menace.”  Mr. Saint replies, frowning at me.
“But why bother?  He can go anywhere in the world.  Why here?”  I ask him.
He regards me coolly for a second, then gazes out of the window.
“You’ll have to ask him.  I’m afraid I can’t help you with that.”
“I will ask him.  Of course, I have to find him first.”
“And I cannot help you with that part, I’m afraid.  But if I do hear anything, how can I reach you?”  He asks, and turns to look at me.
“I’ll be staying in one of the hotels, I guess.”  I reply, hoping that the credit card is still intact.
“I know a nice place, just north of here.  The Royal Drum.”  He replies with a smile, then pulls a business card out and hands it to me.  “Call me and let me know what room you’re in, so I know where to reach you.”
“Will do.”  I say and tuck the card into my other back pocket.
“The hotel is only two miles away, in that direction.”  Mr. Saint says and points out the open door on my left, then the helicopter banks to the right and all I see is the clouds.
“Well, thanks for the ride.”  I say as I get up from the soft leather.
“Good luck.”  He says with a smile, then I remove the headset and hang it back on the hook above the door.
I wave farewell, then step back out of the helicopter into the air and fly backwards, while the sleek white helicopter continues its turn before straightening out.
I turn around and focus my eyes on the horizon.  I see a circular building with lots of balconies overlooking a well looked after garden, filled with tropical flowers. 
I guess that’s why they call it the Drum.
I focus back on where I am, and aim for the hotel.
My stomach rumbles angrily, and I can almost taste my stomach acid.  
Time to see if this credit card works.
I see something small and white fluttering in the branches of a tree up ahead, as I pass over a crowded street, where lots of shouting rises up to me.  I pitch forward and swoop down to the tree.  The object is what’s left of a torn white garment.  Maybe it was a shirt, or a head scarf, but it would serve my purpose just fine.  I unwrap it from the branch, then rise up and fly toward the hotel, which resembles a drum.  Once I’m over the parking lot, which wraps around to the left-hand side of the building, I drop like a rock behind a green Volkswagen Beetle.  I wrap the white cloth around my head, covering most of my white hair, and shielding my eyes slightly, then I get up and stroll casually toward the entrance.  I remove the silver credit card from my back pocket, and smile nervously as I enter the lobby. 
 



Chapter Four
 
 
Boy, did the credit card work!
I lie stretched out on the queen sized bed, while I dip another prawn, as long as my fist, into a red colored dip that I can’t even pronounce.  I bite into the juicy flesh and throw the tail end onto an empty plate, which once held a steak sandwich.
“Yum.”  I murmur, as I chew the sweet meat and close my eyes.
 
I must have fallen asleep, because when I open my eyes, the room is dark, and the sound of crickets is coming in through the open windows.
I rub my eyes and sit up.  I’m about to eat another prawn, when I notice lots of tiny black flies crawling all over them.
I shiver at the sight, and toss the food into the waste paper basket, and place the plates on the bamboo desk near the television.  I find myself scratching my arms and head.
Yuck.  Major Ick factor.
I strip off and head to the washroom.  I close the door behind me and step under the metal shower head.  I leave the light off.  The moonlight streaming through the window gives enough light to work with.
I turn on the water, and after a weird groan, the water comes shooting out.
I stand beneath the torrent and close my eyes.  The pipe holding the shower head starts to shake, making a rattling clanking noise.  I open my eyes and glare at the shower head.
I hear a loud crash in the room next door, and a cloud of dust billows in under the door.  I quickly turn off the water and reach for a towel.
The door bursts open and crashes to the tiled floor, in ruins.
“Who the hell are you?”  I demand, as I wrap a towel hastily around my torso.
“What, don’t you recognize me, Cosmo Baby?”  The man says in a smooth silky voice, with a hint of an Italian accent.
“Should I?”  I reply, as I focus my eyes and go to night vision.  “And it’s Cosmic Girl, you idiot.”  I add as I clutch the towel tightly to me.
Oh, it’s him.  I recognize the face from the mugshot.  Now, where are my clothes?
“I’m disappointed.  I was sure that you would recognize the face of the man, whose life you destroyed.”
“I hit my head a while ago, so I don’t remember much.”  I say as I look beyond him into the bedroom.  My clothes are on the bed, where parts of the wall now rest.
“Allow me to refresh your memory.”  Devlin says, then becomes a blur as he launches himself at me.
I bring my hands up instinctively to shield my face, but it means letting go of the towel.  His right fist smashes into my left forearm.
Holy crap.  That hurt.
I bring my right leg up and deliver a vicious kick to his groin.  He yells in pain as he is sent crashing through the ceiling, showering me in wood, dust and insects.  I rush into the bedroom and start to remove debris from the bed.  Devlin’s form appears in the air outside the gaping hole.
“You’ll pay….for….that.”  He grunts, then his eyes blaze red.
Huh, what the?
I feel heat on my skin around my breasts and stomach, as two beams of energy slam into me from his glowing red eyes.  The heat feels interesting.  I can’t remember the last time I felt warmth.  I remove more rubble while he tries to burn me with his heat vision.
“What the hell?”  I hear Devlin mutter, then I notice his entire head burst into flame.
I stop and stare at him.  His eyes and mouth appear as white flames inside the orange fireball that is now his head.  He shoots white fire from his mouth and eyes at me.  This time I feel much warmer.  It reminds me of a hot sunny day when I was younger.  I was walking hand in hand with my Mom.  We were walking along the sand, and I felt the…….
Oh my god!  I remember my Mom.
“How is this possible?”  Devlin growls, while I stare at him blankly, and rewatch the memory again in my head.
She had long auburn hair and light brown eyes.  I smile at the memory, while Devlin shouts in frustration outside.
I focus back on the shouting fiery man floating in the air, as he leans forward and propels himself at me, with hands outstretched like claws.  I ball my hands into fists and raise my elbows, then I spin rapidly, holding my arms at an angle.
I hear a yell of surprise as something connects with my left fist as I’m spinning. 
I stop in time to see Devlin smash through the washroom wall, blazing a trail of orange flame in his wake.  I rub my sore wrist, while open and clench my fist.  I then hear someone pounding on the door from outside, and shouting something that I don’t understand.
“Stay back!”  I shout out, then Devlin staggers through the hole he just made in the wall.
I take a step toward Devlin and cover my breasts with my left arm, and turn to face him side-on.
“Where are the meteorites, Devlin?”  I ask him, as he shakes his flaming head.
“Safe,” Devlin replies.  “Unlike you.”  He sneers, then he launches himself at me again.
I bring my right arm around in a haymaker, but then he ducks under and his left shoulder slams into my stomach as I turn.  I’m lifted off of the rubble and thrown backwards.  I feel my head and shoulders connect with something, then dust and plaster rain down on me.  I topple over, and catch an upside down image of Devlin’s flaming head in the darkness through a hole in the wall, then I see the ceiling briefly, before slamming into the next wall.  My head smashes through into another hotel suite, and a man and woman sit up, clutching their bedclothes up to their chins, shrieking like little boys.
“Sorry about this.”  I tell them, then pull my head out of the hole and stand up.
I need to take this outside, before someone gets killed.
“Has anyone ever told you, you hit like a girl?”  I call out to Devlin, then fly through the holes in both walls.  Just before I reach him, I bank sharply to the left and fly through the broken wall.
“Come on, old man.”  I taunt, as I fly up to the stars.
I hear him growl below as he takes flight and chases after me.
“Did you miss me, while I was away?”  I shout at him, as I crane my neck and look down past my naked body at him.
“I didn’t miss your school, did I?  Or that black mind reading friend of yours.”  He shouts back as he begins to gain on me.
Mind reading friend?
“What are you talking about?”  I shout down, then stop and hover as I glare at him.
“Oh, don’t you remember?”  He sneers as he floats up, and hovers while he folds his arms.  “I roasted that annoying bitch, nice and slow.  She was strong, though.  It took a while.  I ripped her parents apart while I listened to her screams.”  He extinguishes his flames, then grins.
Black.  Friend.  Mind reading.
“Beth?”  I whisper, as an image floats to the surface of my mind.
“Oh, so you do remember?”
Like a flash of lightning, a thousand images blaze through my mind.  Conversations long forgotten, playback in my mind so fast, I close my eyes and clutch my head.
“So, you do feel pain.  Good.”  Devlin laughs, then I hear a rush of wind, and my eyes snap open.
I catch his fist in my bruised and bleeding hand, then I squeeze.  My cut knuckles sting like crazy, but he’s the one that cries out in pain.
“So, you do feel pain.  Good.”  I fire back at him, then release his hands and punch him in the face with my balled up right fist.
My punch sends him flying off to my left, and I fly after him and launch a fierce kick into his ribs to stop him.  He groans and clutches his side, then I get in close and unleash a flurry of punches to his hateful face.
“Where are the meteorites?  Where?”  I scream, as I pummel his tanned face.
“Go to hell.”  Devlin grunts between punches, and he brings his arms up to protect his face, but I just rain down punches on his arms instead.
I spin in the air and kick him in the ribs.  This time, I feel something give.
He screams and tries to fly away, but I give chase and grab his right leg.
“Aarghh!”  He screams and kicks at me with his left leg.
I take a few kicks to the temple before I let go.  My head is spinning now, and I spit some blood from my mouth.  I search the night sky for him, and see his retreating figure ten miles away.  I accelerate after him, and catch up after a couple of seconds, and climb higher.  He looks over his shoulder behind him, and sees me.
You’re mine!
I fall on him like a hawk on a sparrow. 
“Get off me.”  He blubbers, then rolls over and makes a grab for me.
I grab his left arm in my vice-like grip, and squeeze until I feel something break.  He screams in agony, his face contorting in pain and rage.
“Tell me where the meteorites are.”  I shout at him, and raise my fists above me.
“Alright, I’ll tell you.”  He says, holding up a hand.  His head inclines to the side as I move into a standing position, gripping his torn and burned red leather coat. 
“Well, where are they?”  I demand.
“The Bird’s Nest.”  He growls.
“A bird’s nest?  What are you talking about?”  I shout, and punch him in the ribs.
“Aaghh!  It’s what they call the stadium, you stupid child.”  He grunts through swollen lips.
“A stadium?”  I ask, then something slams into my back, and we’re engulfed in a ball of flame.  
The explosion echoes inside my head, and all I can see is a bright light.  I rub at my eyes, then turn to look around me, but all I see is a bright haze over everything.  My ears are ringing, and as I try and gauge where the rocket came from, I’m hit again, this time from the side.  It slams into my upper arm, and I feel a slight warmth as the explosion rolls over me.  In a panic, I drop like an anvil to the ground, not knowing where I’ll land.  I feel my feet make contact with something hard, then I roll sideways, eventually coming to a stop on my hands and knees.
I blink and shake my head, then I feel a bullet hit my lower back and ricochet off. As the ringing in my ears starts to fade, my vision begins to return.  I’m in the middle of a street near the wreck of a burnt car.  Two black men stand across the street from me, pointing their handguns at me, and shouting something.
I look around and see the helicopter heading towards me with its cockpit dipped, like an angry hornet.  It shines a bright beam of light down at the dark ground, as it searches for me.
I rise up from the cracked asphalt, and fly back to the hotel as quickly as I can.  I switch to night vision, and spot the gaping hole in the curved wall.
I land near the bed and raise a chunk of concrete and rest it against the washroom wall, blocking the hole from view.  I grab my jeans and shake the dust off, then reach into the back pockets and pull out the keycard and the silver credit card.
The door bursts open, and two men in black military garb stand in the doorway, with machine guns in their hands.
I drop the blue jeans and fly out of the hole in the wall, as they open fire.  I clutch a card in each hand and take to the sky.  As more memories play in my mind, I race back home.
 



Chapter Five
 
 
I descend from a cloudy blue sky, naked, battered and bruised.  I land quickly on the roof of the restaurant and swipe the white keycard, then open the door and head down the stairs.  I hurry to the metal door and swipe the card.  Once I’m back in my apartment, I drop the cards on the coffee table next to the rag doll and journals, then head into the washroom and take a shower.  The bottom of the shower cubicle turns black briefly, as the dust and dirt are washed away, along with some blood.
Once I’m done, I stare at my reflection in the steamed up mirrors.  My left jaw and cheek look swollen, and my arms are covered in dark purple bruises, and my skin looks a little pinker in places where he tried to scorch me with his heat vision.  My blazing blue eyes seem brighter than usual, as I look at the damage, then they begin to pulse gently.  As I watch, the bruises fade away within a few seconds, and the swelling starts to reduce.
“Whoa!”  I blurt out, and wipe condensation from the mirror and take a closer look.  The cuts on my knuckles begin to close, and the bruising fades.
I reach up and touch my cheek, as the swelling vanishes beneath my fingertips.
“That is so weird.”  I tell my reflection, and nod in agreement.
I close my eyes as another memory fills my mind, flooding my senses with pain and dread.
I remember the steel cage.  The strange machine.  The gunmen in hazmat suits.  The glowing chunks of rock.  The scratch.
“The meteorites.”  I say aloud, then exit the washroom and rush to the bedroom.
I head to the walk-in closet and get dressed.  I choose a black long sleeved sweater and black cotton pants.  I grab my dirty black boots that I wore from the future, and take them into the bedroom.  I rise up from the thick white carpet and sit in the air as I pull on my old boots.  I tie the laces, then hover back into the main living area.  I glance at the rag doll and journals resting on the coffee table, as I float by and grab the keycard.
I swipe the card at the reader next to the brushed steel door, and pull the door open.  I fly up the lilac stairs and open the next steel door.  Once I’m up on the roof, I close the door behind me and slip the keycard into my front pocket.
I reach up with my arms and launch myself into the cloudy sky.  Once the city shrinks to the size of a play set, I aim west toward the orange sun and accelerate.
Beijing, here I come.
The wind screams in my ears, and another memory flashes in my mind.  The scream of the wind fades to the sound of screeching tires.  I hear the car windows shatter as something slams into the side of the car.  Mom is screaming as glass flies around us.  The car rolls, and I see my Mom briefly out of the corner of my eye, as the grill of a truck fills her window.
I stop and hover.  My breath is coming in short gasps as I look down at my legs.
Mom.
I wipe a tear from my eye and try to breathe.  I close my eyes and count to ten, and breathe slowly through my nose.  I open my eyes and look at the sun again, which now resembles a blood orange as it begins to dip toward the horizon.  I clear my throat, then push my arms forward and accelerate again through the darkening sky
Dad, Jessica.  I hope they’re okay.
When I see dark blue ocean beneath me, I bank slowly to the left until the last glimmer of light is off to my right, then I straighten up again.  The sky grows dark, and the stars above me glimmer.  The stars are now the only thing that I can see.  There are so many, it’s like a twinkling ocean of fairy lights, all around me.  For a second, I think I’m flying through space, then I look down past my boots and see a wavy reflection of the moon far below me.
After a few minutes, the sky begins to lighten, then the sun rises above the horizon, and illuminates a landmass that sits on the dark water.  Various islands lie off shore, and I aim for the large one. 
But then I stop and hover, when I see three smoke trails rising into the air rapidly.  I zoom in with my eyes, and catch the glint of three metallic objects roaring through the air in a wide arc.
“You gotta be kidding me.”  I complain, as the three missiles rocket toward me.
The distance goes from ten miles to seven in a few seconds.  I look up and go rigid, before accelerating up towards the upper atmosphere.
I can hear the roar of the missiles now as they close the distance to only a couple of miles.  I look down briefly and see the dark green rockets as they climb, then all I see is their shiny white warheads.  I push my fists forward above my head and push myself faster.
Let’s see how much fuel they have.
The pale blue sky turns a shade of purple as I climb, and an ocean of clouds covers most of the mountains to the north.  My breath turns to fog as I exert myself, and the perspiration around my face starts to harden into ice.
The missiles are still climbing after me, but I have a five hundred feet lead on them.  I listen intently.
Their engines still sound strong.
The hell with this!
I arch my back and loop down to the missiles as they begin to shake.  I fly to the lead missile and give the warhead a swift kick.
Boom!
The force of the blast blows my white hair back from my face, and I drift back, buffeted by the force of the explosion.  Then the other two rockets arrive, and I quickly plug my ears and roll in to a ball.  It takes a few seconds for the flames to die, then I spin quickly in the air to put out the flames on my top and jeans. 
As the ice melts from my face and runs down my neck, something hard slams into my legs and stomach.
“What the?”  I look around frantically as another barrage of bullets the size of hornets shred my pants to ribbons.
Then I see them.  Two fighters, about a mile north of me.  Their gray paint blends in with the clouds that blanket the sky beneath them.  
Damn, they’re sneaky.
I pull the keycard from my pocket and hold it tight, then drop like an anvil.  I glance up as I drop, and watch the fighters begin their dive after me.  
Oh, great.
I tuck and roll until I’m facing down, then push my arms forward and accelerate.  The roar of their engines and machine guns begin to fade as I put some miles between us.
I try and remember the Beijing Olympics, as I rocket down toward a water reservoir deep in the mountains.
I was only young, but I remember watching the athletics with envious eyes as I sat in my wheelchair.  They would always show a map of China every now and then, in case you forgot where this was taking place.  I try to remember the image they showed, when I hear two more fighters flying toward me from the south.  They’re ten thousand feet up and are starting to descend, as I look around and level off.  The new spoil-sports are only five miles away, and gaining.  I bank to the left and head right for them.  I close the distance in a couple of seconds, and race by between them, then quickly descend until I can almost smell the moss on the mountains, as I rocket overhead, clutching the keycard as pieces of my pants tear and fly free.
Damn it.  If this keeps up, I’ll be flying butt naked again.
I see a river up ahead as I pass another mountain, and rocket down to the grass.  I stop in the air and drop onto a rock near the river edge.  I sit innocently and wait.
Two fighters pass overhead after thirty seconds, then two more roar past after a minute.
A golden haired monkey, the size of a cat, sits on a branch in a tree across the river from me.  Its white face tilts as it watches me, then it hops to another branch and vanishes into the foliage, when two fighters roar overhead again.
I sit still and watch the planes as they fly north.  The rumble of their engines fade after a few more seconds.  Something splashes in the river, then a flock of brightly colored birds take flight from the jungle across the river from me.
I wait a few more minutes before I get up from my perch.  I remember someone said once that you need to stay below two hundred feet, or you appear on radar.
Who said that?
I chuckle when I realize it was me.
I miss my friends.  I feel heartsick as I remember our misadventures.
Ten minutes pass by without incident, except for a pale leopard, which tries to sneak up on me from behind.  I throw him in the river with one hand, and he soon gets the message.
My first trip to China is not going as I’d hoped.
I rise from the riverbank and glide up to a hundred feet, then continue westward.
The landscape levels out to become rice fields and agricultural land, as I fly towards another mountain range as quickly as I can.  I rise with the land and bank left.  I stop after a few miles, when I see an army base hidden in a valley a couple of miles away.  Anti-aircraft weapons covered with dark–green netting catch my eye, when I zoom in with my vision.
I turn south and fly just a few feet above the trees, avoiding any roads and rail tracks.  After five minutes, I breathe a sigh of relief, then look for any signs that there’s a large city nearby.  Ramshackle homes made from wood and iron sheets lie randomly scattered on the hillsides, here and there, like lost change.  I assume they are abandoned, but when I fly over one, a young boy, wearing only a pair of white underpants, comes running out of one of them clutching an apple, followed shortly by a wet looking black and white cat, which chases after him.  He stops and looks up at me as I fly on by, before the wet cat jumps up at his arms.
I wave at the boy, then I leave him behind as I fly over a forest and pass over another river.  The land is beginning to rise again, and soon a huge hill looms ahead, studded with conifers that grow so close to each other that their branches entwine.
I slow down as I crest the hill, and there, only a few miles away, lies a sprawling concrete metropolis.  I aim for the center of the concrete structures and accelerate.  I focus with my eyes and zoom in, and sweep my eyes across the city until I see something that stands out.
“That’s got to be The Bird’s Nest.”  I say aloud, as I admire the intricate steel lattice shining in the morning light.
I bank to the right and aim for the stadium’s curved roof.  I stop and hover twenty feet above the donut shaped building, and scan the roof for anything out of the ordinary.
I hear car horns and people shouting while I hover and scour the roof with my eyes.
A small crowd gathers in the parking lot beneath the stadium as I begin to fly around the stadium.  Something catches my eye as I fly over one section of the roof, and I stop and take a closer look.  Two metal cases, the size of coffee tables, are strapped to some of the steel beams of the lattice with thick chains.  I hover above them and grab the padlocks and rip them away, shattering the chains.  The metal cases start to slide down the curve, and I grab one by the handle.  I place my keycard in my mouth and hold it firmly with my dry lips, then grab the other case and start to rise up.
A hundred cameras click as I soar over their heads, and begin to make my way to the south.
I make it a few more miles before I hear the whirring of some helicopters.  I glance left and right, and see a squadron of gunships making a B-Line for me.
Oh, crap.
I make sure I have a good grip on the cases, then I bank left and aim for the sun and begin to pick up speed.  I breathe rapidly through my nose as I try and keep my lips pressed together around the keycard.  The whirring fades away after a few more seconds, and I maintain my height at just over a hundred feet and rocket toward the coast.
 
The half-moon is shining brightly by the time I get back.  When I descend through a thick blanket of clouds, the city winks back at me like an old friend.
I look for the lake and beach, then spy the glow coming from the top floor of the John Hancock Center, and the blinking red lights of its two spires.  The unmistakable building lies off to my right, around a mile away.  I bank left and make for the black void.  As I approach the beach far below, I turn slowly to my left and aim for the funny shaped apartment complex, which is lit up like a Christmas tree.  I land on the roof of the restaurant and set one case down, then remove the keycard from my dry mouth and swipe it near the roof access door.  I hold it open with my foot and place the card back in my mouth and pick up the case again.
Once I’m back in the apartment, I set the cases down in the kitchen area, near the oven, then float toward the bedroom, stripping as I go.  The pants are wasted, so I throw them on the floor, and crash on to the huge bed.
“What a day.”  I grumble, and wrap the cream bed covering around my exhausted body and close my eyes.
 
When I open my eyes, daylight is streaming in from the main living area, and I can hear a phone ringing.  I disentangle myself from the bed covering and hover into the living area, rubbing my eyes and yawning loudly.
“Yeah?”  I ask grumpily when I answer the stupid thing.
“Hi, kiddo.  It’s Bill.”  A man’s voice says, sounding amused.  “I didn’t wake you, did I?”
I notice a wall clock near the kitchen area.  It’s 6:30 a.m.
“No, of course not.  I’m always awake at this hour.”  I reply.
“Just checking in for a status report.”  He says.
“Right.  Can you hang on for a second?”  I ask, and put the phone down on the shelf and head into the kitchen area.
I open the metal cases, one at a time, and smile to myself when I see rocks of various sizes and shapes.  Some have sharp looking crystals jutting out at odd angles.  Blue, purple, red, black, green, all manner of colors.  The rocks also differ in color and shade.  I hover back and pick the phone up.
“I have the meteorites.”  I tell him.
There’s a few seconds of silence.
“Say again.”  Bill says in surprise.
“I have Devlin’s meteorites.”  I tell him and yawn.
“You have been productive.”  He says, sounding impressed.
“You won’t believe where he hid them.”  I say.
“Will Mr. De Marco be troubling us any further?”  He asks.
“That’s his choice.”  I reply.
“Damn it, girl.  You were authorized to terminate him with extreme prejudice.”
“I’m not a murderer.”  I protest.
“Okay.  Where were they?”
“Beijing, on top of The Bird’s Nest.”
“That’s an odd location.  Why was he in China?”
“Who knows?  So, where do you want them delivered?”  I ask.
“We’ll fax you the address.”
“Can you also fax me some other addresses?”
“What do you want?”
“My dad and sister, and Mitchell, Stuart, Paul, Georgia...”
“Yeah, yeah, I get the idea.  Are you sure you want to pull them out of their new homes?”
“I miss my friends and family, Bill.”
“So, you’re beginning to remember more, huh?”
“I’m lonely, Bill.”
“Okay, I’ll see what I can do.  But deliver the special package first.”
“You got it.”
“Speak to you soon.  Good job, kiddo.  Damn good job.”  Then he hangs up.  I yawn as I hang up the phone, then float to the kitchen and gaze at the open cases.
Why do they want them so bad?
 



Chapter Six
 
 
I close the metal cases and then float over to the red coach and sit down.  I pick up the last remaining translated journal, and sit back as I open it to the fourth entry.
21st November 2015.
I have never seen Dr. Ho as excited as he was today.  I want to cry Eureka from the rooftops, but of course I must not.  What a breakthrough!  The parasite encased in the meteorite is not dead, as previously thought.  The tissue is still alive.
I flick through a few more pages.
10th December 2015.
We cannot wait for the DNA sequencer to complete.  The parasitic organism is indeed organic, and yet, unlike anything that we have ever seen.  It truly is remarkable.
I skip to the next entry.
11th December 2015.
The sequencer has confirmed our suspicions.  The parasite did not originate on Earth.  Its DNA is far more complex than any living organism that I have ever studied.  Dr. Ho told me something that I can’t quite comprehend.  I’m not sure if he was joking, but he would say no more.  I must ask him again, when he is more at ease.  The Arab fellow makes him nervous.
I close the journal and place it back on the coffee table.
“Well, you won’t be getting these meteorites.”  I tell the journal.
I stare out through the picture window that looks out north on to Lakeshore Drive and the lake, and think about Abigail and Theresa.  I hear a beeping, and so I get up and hover over to the small office are in the nook.  The light is flashing on the fax machine, and I press it.  It whines quietly, then a sheet of paper slides out of the top.  I take it and read.
Deliver special package to USS Seawolf.  You will find it two miles north of Oahu, Hawaii.
Thank you, Cosmic Girl.
Donald Winters.
Secretary of Defense.
“Seawolf?  What the hell?”  I mutter as I reread it.
 I wander over to the kitchen area and place the sheet of paper on the counter, then rummage through the cupboards until I find a bowl.  I eventually locate the pantry, which is hidden behind a large door next to the huge refrigerator, and grab a box of Coco Pops.
It’s weird to have something that tastes familiar, and yet, it also feels like I’m eating it for the first time.
After breakfast I get dressed in some blue jeans and a cream long sleeved top with navy blue stripes.  I slip on some blue and white Nikes, then grab the keycard and silver credit card on my way to the metal door.
Once I’m on the circular roof, I slip the cards into my back pockets, then launch up into the pale cloudy sky.  I fly leisurely north at a thousand feet, and look down at the streets and buildings.  I begin to recognize spots where Mitchell and I used to just stand and look into each other’s eyes.
Where are you?
I see Lincoln Park up ahead, and hear the screech of a bird of prey coming from the zoo.  I sail over the trees after a few seconds, and soon pass over the zoo.  The smell of animal dung floats up, making me gag.  
I can’t help but smile, when I see the north pond.  
Our first steps.
I bank left and make a slow turn back toward Clark Street.  I spot the yellow sign above Cosmic Comics, and tears trickle from my eyes as I grin.
I’m home.  I’m really home.
I bank to my right when I see Webster Avenue, and frown when I see my old school boarded up and surrounded by high wooden fencing.  The roof is missing, and the exposed rafters look black and charred.  I drop slowly to the ground inside the fence and stare up at the red-brick building.
Devlin.
I float to the steps, which are broken and cracked, and rip the boards off with one hand.  I push the blackened door open and step inside.  The once clean, white tiled floor, is now covered in a thick layer of dark grime and rainwater.  Moss is starting to grow on the dented metal lockers.  I look up through a huge gaping hole in the ceiling, and a pigeon looks down at me from a cracked beam.  When I reach a classroom and peer in, I notice several yellow drawings on the floor.  I soon realize that the drawings are chalk outlines of people.  
Oh my god!  
I cover my mouth with my hand in shock and step back out.  I quickly head into the next classroom, and see three outlines in yellow chalk on the floor.  The desks and chairs have all been removed.
Damn it.  And I let him go?  
I slap myself internally, then push my arms up and fly through the ceiling, then the next one, until I’m airborne again.  
I look for the sidewalk below, then head right and rocket to my street.  Our house is boarded up as well.  I stop and hover above my old home, and look around frantically.
“Dad!”  I call out, then drop to the paved sidewalk.
“DAD!”  I shout.
People start to emerge from their houses, and stand in their front yards.
“Who are you, dear?”  An old black lady calls out from a house opposite.
I turn and float over and stop at her orange gate.
“I’m Britney.  Britney Brookes.”  I tell her, as tears pour down my face.
She leans closer, gazing into my glowing blue eyes.
“Oh, I didn’t recognize you, dear.  You look…..different.”
“I’m sorry.”  I say and hide my eyes behind my hands.  “Where is my dad and sister?”  I ask, between sobs.
“Come inside, dear.”  The old woman says and I hear the gate open.
“Are you sure?”  I ask timidly and peer at her through my fingers.
“I’ll make you some tea.”  She offers kindly, and I remove one hand from my face and step into her front yard.
“Thanks.”  I say and try to smile, as she leads me to her orange front door.
The wooden slats around the two story home is painted a lemony yellow.  The lady has bright green curlers in her, and her waist bobs from side to side as she walks inside.
I follow her, and take one last look at my old home, then she closes the door behind us.
“You sit down, dear.  I’ll make the tea.”  She says and points to the doorway on the right, then shuffles along the hallway.
I step into a cozy looking living room, just as brightly painted as the outside.  Aquamarine wallpaper complete with multi-colored tropical fish, adorn each wall.  The exposed floorboards have been painted white, and her white wicker chairs had bright green cushions.  I sit down carefully, and the chair creaks ominously.  I hear some clanking coming from the next room, then the old lady, as she sings an unfamiliar song.
I sit back and close my eyes, as I wipe away the tears.  Then I open my eyes and take a deep breath to steady my nerves.
“Here you go, dear.”  The old lady says as she shuffles in holding a tray with two small bright-blue cups.
“Thank you.”  I say as she sets the wicker tray down on a small wooden coffee table.
I reach down and pick up the blue cup offered me.  The tea looks a lovely honey color.  No milk.
“I’m sorry that we’ve never talked.”  I say and take a sip.
She sits down gingerly in a wicker chair next to me, and pats my knee.
“Don’t you worry about it, dear,” She says with a smile.  “I remember what it’s like, when you’re young and running off, causing goodness knows what trouble.  Eh?”  She says and laughs, then leans forward and picks up the other blue cup of tea.
“I’ve caused a lot of trouble, it seems.”  I grumble and sip my tea.
“So, you’re Cosmic Girl, hmm?”  She says and looks at me over the rim of her blue cup, with a glint in her amber eyes.
“Is it that obvious?”  I say, then we both laugh.
“Everyone thought you were dead, dear.  Including your father,” She says then takes a sip of her tea.  “It’s a terrible thing, to lose a child.”  She says sadly.
“Do you know where he is now?”  I ask and sit forward, making the chair groan again.
She nods her head.
“You have relatives in Minneapolis.  Do you remember?”  She asks.
Relatives in Minneapolis?  
“Granny and Gramps.”  I say when the puzzle pieces clicks into place inside my head.  “How do you know?”  I ask her and set my cup down.
“Your father was distraught when he returned to find the house in a mess, and you missing.  I told him what I saw that night.”
“You saw what I did?”
“Don’t worry, dear.  Those men deserved what they got.”  She says and pats my knee.
“How long have you known?”  I ask.
“That time when you flew into the street with your friend.  Shopping bags and all.”  She says and laughs, when I stare at her in shock.
“You’re secret’s safe with me, dear.”  She says, then looks toward the window.  “Although, I don’t think it will be a secret for much longer.”
I glance over my shoulder at the window, then shrug.
“Thank you.”  I say.
“Wanda.”  She says with a toothy smile.
“Well, thank you, Wanda.  I had better go, before news teams begin to arrive.”  I say and get up slowly.
She nods her head and smiles up at me.
“Take care, dear.”  She says and I smile down, then turn and head for the door.
When I step outside, a crowd is beginning to gather, and cars are screeching to a stop, and men and women with cameras start running toward me.
I wave and float toward the orange gate and land on the paved sidewalk, as the first dozen arrive and their cameras begin to click, while others use their smartphones.
Ah, what the hell?
I smile and give in to them, and throw my arm around a shoulder as they take a selfie with their smartphone.
“Is it really you?”  One asks.
“Are you Cosmic Girl?”  Another asks, and thirty people nod their heads and wait for my answer.
“Do you know another flying girl who calls Chicago her home?”  I ask, and they laugh and start to jump up and down in excitement.
“Where have you been?”
“Where did you go, Cosmic Girl?”
“Are you gonna kick Devlin’s butt?”
“Already did that,” I respond.  “Where I have been is hard to explain.  But, I’m back now.”  I say then hover up off the ground slowly.
“You all be careful, and have a great day.”  I call out as I gain fifty feet, then I turn and push my arms forward and accelerate toward the clouds.
I stop and hover when I pass through the second layer of clouds.  I check the position of the sun, then turn and fly north.  I pass Milwaukee after a few seconds.
Our first long distance run.  I think fondly as I rocket overhead.
I bank left and turn to the northwest.  I descend to below the clouds and zoom in with my eyes, scanning the air around me for any air traffic.  I recognize the wide brown river as it snakes through St Paul.
The Mississippi.  I haven’t seen the river since I was ten.  Wow, has it really been over seven years since my last visit?
I zoom back in to where I am, then I pass St Paul after a few seconds and turn north.  My grandparents live in an area called Falcon Heights, so I bank right after a couple of seconds and start to descend.  I look down at the streets as I fly, until I recognize the street, then glide over the roof of their house and drop to the back yard in a nanosecond.
I take a deep breath, then walk to the back door and knock gently.  My heart is hammering in my chest as I wait anxiously.
I hear some footsteps and a voice.
“Who’s out there?”  My eyes mist up when I recognize Jessica’s voice.
“It’s me.”  I answer, and press my hand to the door.
I’m greeted by silence, then I hear her crying.
“Jessica?  What’s wrong?”  I hear my dad’s voice, I hear the key turn in the lock.
When the door opens, tears are streaming down my face, and I look up at my dad, who falls to his knees.
“Britney?”  He whispers.
“Daddy.”  I whimper, then I rush into his arms.
“How is this possible?”  I hear him whisper, then his arms wrap around me, while I cry into his thick neck.
Jessica is kneeling on the linoleum floor, and crawls toward us on her knees, then she strokes my head as tears run down her face.
I don’t know how long we stayed kneeling on that floor, but when I look up, Granny and Gramps are staring at us in shock.
“Britney?”  I hear Granny say.
 
“You got sucked into the future?”  Jessica asks, after I finish telling them about what happened.
“That’s where I’ve been.”  I reply, as Gramps brings in a tray, full of mugs of coffee.  
The aroma stirs some memories, and I hear a gunshot ring out inside my head.  I gasp and press my hands to my temples.
“What’s wrong, Pumpkin?”  Dad asks, as he sits next to me with his arm around my shoulders.
“Just a painful memory coming back.”  I grumble.
“You really lost your memory?”  Granny asks worriedly.
“It’s starting to come back, though.”  I reply and massage my temples, while Dad rubs my shoulders with his big bear hand.
“So, what happened to us?”  Jessica asks.
I close my eyes and lean back into Dad’s arm.
“I don’t want to talk about it.”  I grumble, and Dad kisses the top of my head.
“Okay.  Well, I like the white hair, anyway.  It suits you.”  Jessica says, and I open my eyes and smile half-heartedly at her.
“But the glowing-blue-eyes-thing?  That’s gonna take some getting used to.”  Jessica jokes, and my smile is genuine this time.
“I’m sorry, for what I put you guys through.”  I say as I look around the room at my family.
“We’re so sorry for what happened to Beth,” Dad says.  “When I saw it on the news, I couldn’t believe my eyes.”  He adds, and I close my eyes and lean into his side.
“Those poor people.”  I hear Granny say.
“I hope Devlin burns in hell, for what he’s done.”  I hear Jessica grumble.
“Devlin.  That reminds me.”  I say and open my eyes and sit up.  I take a mug of coffee from Gramps, then sip it as I stand up.
“What?”  Dad asks.
“I have his meteorites.”  I say and sip my coffee while Dad and Jessica’s jaws drop.
“How?”  Jessica asks and stands up as well.
“Devlin told me where they were.”  I say and avert my eyes and walk to the window.
“Devlin told you?  Why would he tell you?”  Jessica asks and follows me to the window.
“Well,” I say, and look over my shoulder at her, with a guilty expression.  “I kinda beat it out of him.”
“What?”  Everyone gasps in unison, and I turn and look at them over the rim of my mug.
“You….overpowered….him?”  Dad asks and stares at me in shock.
I nod as I sip my coffee, and he laughs nervously.
“Where are the meteorites?”  Jessica asks, as Granny and Gramps look at each other in confusion.
“They’re in my apartment.”  I say hesitantly, and watch Dad’s expression darken, and he puts down his mug.
“Your what?”  He asks, and looks up at me.
“It’s not really mine,” I say defensively.  “It’s a loaner.”
“Where?”  Jessica asks.
“Lake Point Towers.”  I say and cringe when Jessica’s jaw drops.
“And who’s paying for it?”  Dad asks.
“I kinda made a deal with the President.”  I reply.
“As in, the President of the United States?”  Dad asks, and I nod bashfully.
“Really?  You?”  Jessica asks and smirks.
“I had no choice, okay.  I didn’t know anyone, and I didn’t have a home.”
Dad gives me a hurt look.
“At the time, I didn’t remember anyone.  Okay.”  I say and walk to Dad as he sits back frowning.
“So, what do you intend to do with the meteorites?”  He asks, and I put my mug down and crouch by his knees.
“I’m not sure.  They want me to drop them off, on something called USS Seawolf.”  I reply.
“Why deliver them to a nuclear submarine?”  Gramps asks behind me, and Dad glances up at him for a second.
“That’s what the Secretary of Defense wants me to do.”  I say.  “What do I do Daddy?”  I ask him, and he looks at me for a second, then looks back up at Gramps.
“What do you know about this Donald Winters?”  Dad asks Gramps over my shoulder.
“Not much.  Just what you see on the news.  Ex-military, with combat experience during the Vietnam War.  Became a lawyer before he got into politics.”  Gramps tells us.
“Did they tell you why they want the meteorites?”  Dad asks.
I think for a second.
“Only that they didn’t want them falling into the hands of terrorists.”  I reply.
“So, why not just destroy them?  Why do they want them?”  Dad asks me.
“What else do they want?”  Gramps asks.
“They wanted me to terminate Devlin, with extreme prejudice, I think Bill said.”  I say.
“I don’t like the sound of this.”  Dad says gruffly, and then he looks at me oddly and touches my hand.  “You didn’t, did you?”  He asks hesitantly.
“Of course not.”  I reply.
He relaxes again, smiles weakly at me and pats my hand.
“You didn’t raise a murderer, Dad.  Just a freak.”  Jessica says, making me laugh.
“You’re just jealous.”  I tell her.
“So, what do we do?”  Jessica asks Dad.  “Do we trust this guy?”
“Did the President say anything about the meteorites to you?”  Dad asks me.
“No.  He just wants my support, and said that he had some dangerous errands.”
“What errands?”  Dad asks.
“He didn’t say, just told me to expect a call.”
“When do they want them?”  Jessica asks.
“Now,” I reply.  “So, what do I do?”
“Can you stall them?”  Gramps asks.
“I don’t see how.  They own the apartment, so they could just come in and take them.”
“Hide them.”  Dad says, and I look into his serious-looking baby blues.
“Where?”  I ask.
“Where no one will find them.  At least until you learn their agenda.”  Dad says.
I think for a second, then I stand up and start to walk for the door.
“Will you be back?”  Dad asks sadly from behind me, and I stop and look over my shoulder.
“Of course I will.  I’m not going anywhere.”
I smile and wave, then head to the kitchen and open the rear door.  The sky is becoming overcast, and a few drops of rain have already wetted the garden furniture.  I look up at the clouds.
“Wait!”  I hear Jessica call out, and I turn to see her racing toward me.  “Take me with you.”  She gasps.
“I can’t take you with me, Jess.  Not where I’m going.”  I tell her, but she throws her arms around me and presses her blonde head into my neck.
“Then take me to your new apartment.”
“Okay, Jess.  But you’ve gotta hold on.  I’m a lot faster than I was.”  I warn her, and she clings to me like a Koala.
I rise up from the damp grass, just as Dad emerges through the rear door.  He cranes his neck as he looks up at us.  I wave once more, then I look up to the clouds and accelerate.
“Oh my god!”  Jessica gasps, and she wraps her legs around my waist.
I pass through the clouds into a pale blue sky, then pitch and roll as I head south, until she is underneath me.  I wrap my arms around her and hold her steady as I glide through the sky at two hundred miles per hour.
“Brrrr.”  Jessica groans, and I feel her shiver against me.
“Are you okay?”  I shout above the roar of the wind.
“It’s a bit chilly.”  She shouts into my left ear, making me flinch for a nanosecond.
“Sorry.”  I shout in reply.  “If I go faster, you won’t be able to breathe.”  I tell her.
“Screw it, I’ll hold my breath.  Go for it.”  She shouts, making me wince again.
“Okay, then.  On three.”  I shout.  I feel her nod her head against my shoulder.
“One, two,” I hear her take a deep breath.  “Three!”  I shout, then I will myself faster.
The clouds below us become a gray blur as I propel us through the sky.  I focus with my eyes and zoom in on the horizon, checking for air traffic as I crank up the speed.
I breathe calmly through my nose as I sweep the horizon with my vision from left to right.  After a few more seconds, I feel her fingers tap my shoulder, so I slow down and glide to a stop.
“Are you alright?”  I ask, and she moves her head slightly and takes in a big gulp of air.
“Coo…oo..o..ll..dddddd.”  She stammers through chattering teeth.
I descend until we’re a few feet above the clouds, then I hover and rub her arms.  The sun is beaming down on us, and I turn in the air and let it warm her.  She leans back and raises her face, letting the warmth wash over her.
Some color returns to her face, then she coughs.  She leans into me again and wraps her arms around me.
“Okay, round two.”  She says, and takes a deep breath.
I take off south again and descend below the gray clouds. I sweep the land far below and try to get my bearings.  Past some fields, near an intersection, I see a road sign.  I zoom in with my vision.
Forest City.
I check the map in my head, then bank to the left and begin to head east.  
Jessica exhales, then takes some measured breaths.
“Hold your breath.”  I warn her, and press her head closer to me, then accelerate.
I hear her take a deep breath, so I put on a burst of speed and power my way through the dull sky.  The world becomes a blur, and the roar of the wind soon stops, and is replaced by an eerie silence.
After a few more seconds, I begin to slow down, and the roar of the wind returns.  I bank to the right when I see a vast body of water up ahead, before going faster again.
As I glide to a stop above Lake Michigan, Jessica exhales in a gasp for breath, looking red-faced with watery eyes.
After a few breaths, she looks around.
“That was quick.”  She gasps, then shivers.
“Come on.  Let’s get you warmed up.”  I say, and make a wide turn over the lake and head back toward the beach.
I aim for the Navy Pier, and climb higher as I pass the Ferris wheel.  I make for the roof of Lake Point Tower, and set Jessica down gently near the roof access door.
“I can’t believe you get to stay here.”  She says, as I remove my keycard and swipe it over the card reader.
“Wait till you see it.”  I tell her, and open the door.
 
“Holy crap.  This place is awesome.”  Jessica says as she stares out of the huge picture window that looks north.
I show her the master bedroom and the spacious marble washroom, but the walk-in closet is the final straw.
“This is so unfair.”  She grumbles.  “I wish I had super powers.”  She mutters as she runs her fingers over some silk blouses that glimmer at her touch.
I head into the kitchen area, and find the two huge metal cases still lying open where I left them.  Two of the rocks catch my eye.  A black meteorite, peppered with shiny silver blobs, which shimmer in the light, and pale blue crystals that jut out from the rock in various directions.  The other one is an orange color, with deep purple round crystals.
But something else catches my eye.  A slip of paper lies on the polished wood floor, near the main door that leads into the communal hallway, which I never use.  
I float over and scoop it up.  A message is handwritten in crude bold lettering.
WELCOME BACK FROM THE DEAD.
WE NEED TO TALK.
F.G.
“F.G.?”  I mutter, then Jessica saunters into the kitchen and sees me reading the note.
“What’s that?”  She asks.
I try to think, and close my eyes to concentrate.
I remember seeing F.G. before, but where?
An image of a cell phone pops into my head.  A text message.
“Oh.  It’s from Frankie Gazzara.”  I mutter and stare at Jessica in confusion.
“Oh, no.  Not that mobster.  What does he want?”  Jessica asks frowning, and she wanders over and I hand her the note.
“How does he know where I live?”  I ask, and look around the apartment, suddenly suspicious.
 



Chapter Seven
 
 
Jessica stands and watches from the doorway, as I grip the metal cases firmly under my arms and look up at the sky.
“Are you sure about this?”  Jessica asks.
“Not really.”  I reply, then rise up from the roof.
“I get bored easily, so please don’t be too long.”  Jessica calls out, then I accelerate until I’m a few hundred feet up from the roof, before going for it.
After a couple of minutes the blue in the sky fades, and I start to see some stars above me.  I take a deep breath, and put on a burst of speed, breaking through the atmosphere and soaring into space.  I keep calm and hold my breath as I bank left and follow the curve of the Earth.  I see the object of my search after a couple of minutes, and launch myself toward the moon as fast as I can.  I leave the safety of the Earth after a few short seconds, then I’m soaring toward the pale sphere, as tiny particles hit my face and float behind me.  After around twenty minutes, the moon grows larger and larger, filling my vision, then I bank to the right and fly past the moon.  
They weren’t kidding when they call this the dark side of the moon.
Utter darkness fills my vision all around.  A smile spreads across my stiff face.  I switch to night vision, and fly to the crater filled surface.
I find what I consider the largest crater nearby, and land on the sandy surface near a small rock formation.  I put the cases down gently, then kneel.  I plough my hand into the sandy surface and start to dig, carefully pushing the powdery soil to one side, as dust and small particles drift up around me.  Once I’m satisfied that the hole is large enough, I grab the cases and push them in.  I push the soft pale dirt on top, and soon the cases are buried under an oval shaped shallow grave.  I float over to the rock formation and pull off a chunk of moon rock the size of a volleyball.  I flip it over, and with my index finger, inscribe the flatter side.
Cosmic Girl was here.
I place the chuck of rock on to the soft surface near the mound, and push it into the powdery soil.
I look around me and grin, then frown.
The first woman on the moon, and there’s no one around to take my picture.  Typical.
I look down at the powdery soil and start to shuffle my feet backwards, grinning.
Now, this is a moonwalk.
I look at my footprints one more time, then I rise up gently and head toward the stars.  After a few seconds, I bank to my right and fly around the moon until I can see the dark orb of Earth in the distance, outlined by the sun’s halo.  My throat is beginning to tighten, and small red spots are beginning to form around the edge of my vision.  I push my arms forward and accelerate to maximum speed.  Around twelve minutes later, I enter the atmosphere.  There’s a flash of flame around me for a fraction of a second, then I’m rocketing toward an ocean of clouds.  I slow down once I reach the clouds, and I take a grateful gulp of air.  I breathe deep and rub away the ice which has formed all over me.  When I finally blink again, ice shatters and blows away with the wind, which whips my white hair around.
Well, I think they’re safe for now.  
 
By the time I get back to my new apartment, I find Jessica sitting on the bed with a bowl of popcorn, watching Apollo 13.
“You took your time.”  Jessica says, then grabs another handful of popcorn.
I roll my eyes and then float over to the washroom.  I shut the door and strip out of my wet clothes, then step into the walk-in shower.
When I’m finished, I wrap a towel around my body, and wring most of the water from my long white hair.  When I come out, I notice the light on the fax machine blinking.
Oh, yeah.
I float over and press the button.  When the paper comes out, I grab it.
You had better have a damned good reason for missing the rendezvous.
Call me immediately.
Secretary of Defense.
I screw up the paper and toss it into the waste paper basket near the desk.  I look over at the white telephone sitting on the shelf near the kitchen.  I quickly float over and close the bedroom door, then hover to the phone and pick it up.
“How may I direct your call?”  A young woman’s voice asks.
“Michael Monroe, please.”  I say into the phone.
“The President?”  The woman asks in surprise.
“Yes, please.”  I reply, then she goes quiet for a few seconds.
“Please hold.”  Then the line goes quiet.
As I wait, the bedroom door opens and Jessica strolls out and heads to the refrigerator.
“I’m putting you through to Air Force One now, ma’am.”  The woman says, then the line goes quiet again.  The line beeps a few times, then there’s some static before a man’s voice answers.
“Hello, Cosmic Girl.”  I hear the President’s mild mannered voice.
“Hello, sir.  I’m calling about those errands you mentioned.”
“Oh, great.  Are you ready?”  He asks.
“I’m ready to serve my country, sir.”
“Excellent.  I take it, you’re in the safe house in Chicago?”
“Yes, sir.”
“I’ll fax the details to you.  Thank you.”
“It’s my pleasure, Mr. President.”
“Please, call me Michael.”  He says, then he hangs up.
“Mr. President?”  Jessica repeats, as she stands holding the refrigerator door open.
“That’s right.”  I say and hang up the phone.  “I thought you were watching a movie?”  I ask, then float over to the red coach and sit down, draping my long white hair over my shoulder.
“I was.  Let me get this straight.  You were just talking to the President of the Unites States?”  Jessica says.
“What’s the big deal?”  I ask, then float over to the nook when I hear a beeping coming from the fax machine.
Jessica grabs a can of Dr. Pepper then follows me over to the small office area.  I press the button, and a few seconds later, two sheets of paper slide out the top.
“Ooh, what’s that?”  She asks as I take them and begin to read.
As a goodwill gesture to the people of Afghanistan, and to give our men and women in the armed forces a boost in moral, I would like you to go there and clear any land mines and unexploded ordinance that you find.
Speak to Colonel King at Camp Phoenix when you get to Kabul. 
Good luck.
Michael.
The second sheet of paper shows a map, with a section circled.
“Afghanistan?”  Jessica blurts out when she reads it over my shoulder.
“Well, it gets the Secretary of Defense off my back.”  I say and hover over to the kitchen and set the papers down on the counter.
“Dad’s gonna freak.”  Jessica says as I open a cupboard and pull out a plate.
“No he won’t.”  I reply, then open a large door and head into the pantry.
“What about Mitchell?”  She says, and I stop and look over my shoulder at her.
“Why?  Do you know where he is?”
“Of course I do.  We all keep in touch, despite the Feds warnings.”
I walk shakily over to her and grip her shoulders gently.
“Jess, where is Mitchell?”
She laughs and takes one of the sheets of paper and the pencil near the white telephone, then begins to write.
A smile spreads across my face as I watch.  I grab the sheets of paper and quickly fold them.  I slip them into my back pocket and race for the metal door.
“Come on, I’ll drop you off at Grandma’s.”  I say as I wave her impatiently toward me.
 
 



Chapter Eight 
 
 
My heart is fluttering like a butterfly, as I descend from a pale gray sky above Great Falls, Montana.
From what Mitchell told her, the cattle ranch where he is now staying at, is three miles south of Great Falls, near a river which runs through the estate.
Mitchell, alive.
The thought of seeing him alive again fills me with so many mixed emotions.  I honestly don’t know what I’m gonna say when I see him.
I stop and hover above a large construction site, where diggers and cranes are hard at work.  A billboard nearby shows an image of luxurious new homes.
I scan the horizon and find the cattle ranch exactly where Jessica said it would be.  The sign that arches over the main dirt track that leads to the ranch reads, Caleb’s Cattle Ranch.  Workmen below begin to notice me and start shouting and waving at me, but my eyes drift to the ranch, and I glide slowly through the air toward it, while I chew my lip.
As I get closer and the river that snakes through the estate grows wider, I find myself clenching my fists and taking deep breaths.
I hear a whoop off to the left and watch as two horsemen gallop across a vast green pasture.  Four hundred head of cattle that are grazing several hundred feet from the riders, bellow and shuffle uneasily toward another horsemen, who is stationary and making cooing noises to them.
The two horsemen race each other toward one of the warehouse-sized barns, then as they pass it, the leader jeers the rider behind.
“Come on, stud.”  I hear a woman’s voice shout joyfully.
Stud?
I accelerate to the ranch, then glide to a stop in the path of the lead rider.  A young woman, probably in her twenties, with her brown hair tied in a ponytail beneath her dusty white cowgirl hat, notices me hovering in her path.
“Whoa!”  She purrs as she reigns in her mount.  The brown and white mottled stallion snorts, and she rubs the horse’s neck as she regards me with piercing green eyes.
“Hello.”  I say, and unclench my fists as I land gently.
“Who the hell are you, darlin?”  She asks as her mount canters restlessly.
Then the other rider catches up and reigns his mount beside her.
“What’s up?  Hey, who is….”  Mitchell says, then stares at me from under his black felt cowboy hat.  He slides from his black stallion, then marches toward me as I descend gently to the dry dirt.
My heart catches in my throat at the sight of him, and I find myself incapable of speech.  He breaks into a run and a grin spreads across his handsome young face.  He whips his hat off and casts it to one side, then his strong arms are around me, lifting me from the ground, and we’re spinning.
“I take it you know each other.”  The cowgirl laughs, then I’m laughing too.
He stops spinning me long enough to plant a kiss on my dry lips.  I melt into his arms and the world blurs as I kiss him fiercely.
All I can think is, he’s alive.  My Mitchell lives!
His hands run up my back, then his fingers are in my white hair.  I cradle his tanned face in my hands as I inhale him.
After a few minutes, we pull away, breathless, red-faced and grinning like maniacs.
“I thought you died.”  He mutters as he strokes my cheek with his fingertips.
“In a way, I kinda did.”  I say and place my hands on his red plaid shirt, feeling the chiseled muscles underneath as he breathes deeply.
“Ahem!”  The cowgirl clears her throat loudly, and Mitchell smiles, then turns to her.
“Sorry.  This is Britney.  But you might know her by a different name.”  He says and places a thick arm around my shoulders.
“Cosmic Girl, right?”  She says, and I nod.  
“This is Heather Mills,” Mitchell says, indicating the cowgirl with a sweep of his arm.  “Caleb’s oldest daughter.”
“And chief wrangler.”  Heather adds proudly with a tip of her white hat.
“Can I borrow him for a while?”  I ask her.
She pushes her hat up and gives me a funny look.
“Excuse me?”  Heather asks, and Mitchell looks at me confused.
What?  Oh, no, she doesn’t think I mean that?
“I have an errand to run in Afghanistan.  I thought it might be a good way to catch up.”  I say with a grin, as heat rises to my cheeks.
“Good lord, why would you want to drag him there?”  Heather asks as her horse snorts and rears its head.
“Can I?”  Mitchell asks and looks up at her.
“Not my call.”  She says, then turns her mount and trots away to a long wooden water trough near a tall wooden post.
“Wait here.  I’ll be right back.”  Mitchell says excitedly, then turns, scoops his black hat from the dirt and marches towards a farmhouse.  It looks like it was plucked straight out of Little House on the Prairie.
“I sure hope you’re not hell bent on causing more trouble.”  Heather says, sliding from her saddle.
I frown at her as she takes the reins and leads her horse to the water.  I hear the door of the farmhouse shut behind Mitchell, then I float over to the trough.
“I’m not a troublemaker.”  I tell her with my hands on my hips.
“You may not make it, darlin, but it follows you around like a lost puppy.”  Heather says and strokes the stallion’s neck as it drinks.
I shrug my shoulders.
“I can’t help that.”  I reply, then raise my eyes when I hear the farmhouse door open.
Mitchell emerges followed by an older man, a few inches shorter than him.  They both stroll over while the horse drinks.
“What’s this talk of taking him to the Middle East?”  The man asks, as he approaches, looking a little peeved.
“I’d like Mitchell to help me with something.”  I say, and descend to the dirt near the water trough.
Mitchell looks at Caleb, then back at me.
“Can I go?”  Mitchell asks.
“Have you forgotten?  The reason you’re here in the first place, is for your own protection, because of the hornet’s nest that she stirred up.”  Caleb says, pointing a finger at me.
“I played a part in that, sir.  It wasn’t entirely her fault.”  Mitchell replies and faces Caleb with squared shoulders.
“If you want to run off and get yourself killed, that’s your business.  But take my advice, boy.  Rid yourself of this albatross.”  Caleb says, glares at me, then turns and marches back to the farmhouse.
Heather watches Mitchell’s face turn red as she ties her horse to the post, then she follows her father, taking long strides.
I’m clenching my fists and breathing hard by the time the door closes behind them.
“Sorry about that.”  Mitchell says as he stares at the farmhouse.  
Then the door opens again, and a woman steps out and shields her eyes from the sun as she looks in our direction.  Mitchell waves, and she starts to walk quickly toward us.
“Do you recognize our guest?”  Mitchell says to Mrs. Reed as she gets closer.
Her brown curls bounce around her shoulders as she saunters over, wearing a green and yellow floral print dress and a nice pair of beige pumps.  Her chestnut brown eyes light up when she gets closer.
“Britney?  Is that you, sweetie?”  Mrs. Reed asks, then she rushes forward and gives me a hug.
“Hi, Mrs. Reed.”  I say and hug her back gently.
“I almost didn’t recognize you.”  She says, stepping back and taking some strands of my white hair in her right hand.
“I have the same problem, whenever I see a mirror.”  I say.
“What happened?  Everyone thought you died.”  She says and steps back, looking at Mitchell’s tanned face.
“It’s a long story.  Maybe some other time.”  I reply.
“Okay.  So, Caleb tells me you’re causing trouble.”  Mrs. Reed says.
“No, Mom.  She just wants me to help with something.”  Mitchell says, looking back at the farmhouse with a frown on his handsome face.
“And it will be good to catch up, too.”  I say.
“Well, you both need some time alone, I guess.”  She says, then turns to her son as he hugs her.
“Thank you,” Mitchell says, then looks down at her with a worried expression.  “What about Dad?”
“Let me worry about him.  Go on.  Off you go.”  She says, stepping back.
He turns to me and holds out his hand.  “Let’s go.”  He says and sighs.
I take his hand and pull him to me.  He wraps his arms around me, and I press my head to his chest.
“I’ve missed you, so much.”  I whisper, and he strokes my back.
“I thought I lost you.”  He mutters and I feel his arms tighten around me.  “Where were you?”  He asks.
“I’ll tell you on the way.”  I say, and rise up from the ground as I cling to Mitchell.
Mrs. Reed waves up at us, then as I gain a thousand feet, she heads back to the farmhouse.  I tighten my grip on Mitchell, then make a loop before heading west, accelerating as I go.
 
 



Chapter Nine
 
 
By the time we pass quickly through Chinese airspace, and fly over a vast snowcapped mountain range, Mitchell is up to speed on events.
“You think it’s still up there?”  Mitchell asks, nodding up to the pale blue sky.
“The wormhole?  I doubt it.  It was a tight squeeze when I came back through it.”  I reply.
I look down when I hear the sound of artillery echoing through the mountains.  A few seconds later, a slim aircraft, without a cockpit, flies in from the south.  A round turret on the bottom of the nose swings around, and a square black screen looks at us, then it passes overhead before banking tightly.  The propeller at the rear of the aircraft makes a noise like a swarm of angry bees, and this begins to fade as it flies southwest, away from us.
“We must be close.”  Mitchell says.
All I can see are mountains, then as I zoom in with my vision and look around, I spot a vast area of lush green farmland within a valley formed by two mountain ranges that start to recede.  Beyond, the landscape rises and falls with hills and smaller mountains, but everything is a shade of overcooked pastry.
I aim for the green pastures as I start to descend.  As I pass the mountain peaks and begin to scan the area ahead, I detect a faint explosion, then a whoosh, from below.  I pitch forward, and as our legs stick in the air above us, I see a trail of smoke and a small object snaking up at us.
“Hang on.”  I tell Mitchell, then I grab hold of his nicely carved tan leather belt and hold him at arm’s length from me, as I flip upright and watch the small rocket make its way up.
He grips my arm, and inclines his head to see what’s behind me.  I turn sideways, holding Mitchell out with my right arm, as I bring my left hand up.
“You might wanna shut your eyes.”  I warn him, and he just smiles and raises an eyebrow.  
I turn my attention back to the rocket as it gets closer, and focus all of my attention on the small green object.  My heart rate begins to slow down and I zone everything else out.  I see my left hand glide slowly through the air, as I bring my arm around in a slapping movement.  When my hand connects with the diamond-shaped warhead, it veers to the right for a fraction of a second before the olive casing expands.  Flames and smoke shoot through tiny fractures in the expanding grenade, before the whole thing shatters, and a ball of flame spreads.  I swing my left leg and kick the rocket further away as the explosion gains momentum.  As the rocket and explosion moves further away, I bring my left arm up to protect my eyes.  The boom is so loud that it rattles my teeth, and I feel a slight warmth as the flames rush slowly toward me.  I fly backwards away from it, then turn and accelerate south, over the green pastures as the explosion grows, and pieces of shrapnel start to hit my legs and back.  All of this happens in the blink of an eye.
“Whoa!  I’ve never seen you move that fast before.”  Mitchell gasps as I fly us south.
I look down at his awestruck face, and a nervous laugh escapes me.
“I don’t scare you, do I?”  I ask.
“No more than usual,” He replies, and I can’t help but smile.  “So, where is this Camp Phoenix?”  Mitchell asks as he clings to me.
I slow down and reach back, then pull the sheets of paper from my back pocket.  As I unfold it, Mitchell lets out a low whistle.
“The President?  You got a fax from the President?”  Mitchell asks, and I look past the paper at his shocked face, before checking the printout of the map.
I look past Mitchell’s shoulder at the tan colored terrain below, as we leave the fields behind, and spot a road, which winds past some small towns on its journey south toward Kabul.  I zoom in with my vision, and look ahead.
“Whoa.  Your eyes are intense.”  I hear Mitchell say from below me, while I sweep the land twenty miles away, looking for the airport.
 “Sorry.”  I say self-consciously, and raise my hand to cover my eyes from him.
“Hey,” He says, and I feel his hand on mine.  “I mean that they’re beautiful.”
I lower my hand, while I stop and hover in the air, a few thousand feet up.  I look into his tender brown eyes.  An image of his broken older body flashes in my mind, and I close my eyes and hug him to me.  I feel myself trembling as I gasp for breath.
“Hey, what is it?”  He asks, and I feel his right hand rubbing my back.
How can I tell him?  Should I tell him?
“You’ve no idea how good it is, to see you, to touch you…”  I say, as I cling to him, my heart racing, and aching in my chest.
He raises my chin with his free hand, then I feel his moist lips pressing against mine.  With his left arm holding me tight against him, he cradles the back of my head with his right hand, and I feel his warm breath in my mouth.  Something whizzes by my right shoulder, and I open my eyes and look ahead past Mitchell’s right ear.  I start to accelerate again, and as we kiss, I look over to the right, searching for the airfield.  Once I spot it, I aim for it, banking slightly to my right.
We may as well announce our arrival.
As I fly us over the airstrip, I rotate in the air while making a slow turn until we’re heading east.  I stop rotating, once I get a good look at the terrain, and spot a wall a few miles away.  Beyond the wall, are small squat buildings arranged in neat rows, and some military vehicles, a tank, two armored transports and eight jeeps.  Outside of the largest building, fifteen flags, representing the United Nations, are fluttering in the breeze.  I pull my lips away from Mitchell’s.
“We’re here.”  I tell him, and begin to descend to the dusty ground, as I fly us over the razor-wire topped wall.
A dozen soldiers in full combat gear run out from one building, while people manning the lookout towers train their heavy machine guns at me.  I land gently and set Mitchell down as the soldiers raise their weapons and begin to spread out in a semi-circle to our right.
“Stand down!”  I hear a woman’s firm voice call out, then an officer in desert military fatigues and a flat cap steps from a tent.
I turn as she marches over, and the soldiers relax.
“Colonel King?”  I ask.
“Cosmic Girl, I presume.”  The officer asks as she stops and looks at us both.  “And this is?”  She asks, nodding at Mitchell.
“Crash.”  Mitchell replies, and stands up straight.
“At ease,” Colonel King says, and the soldiers start to mill around, staring at us.  She gestures to the tent behind her.  “Follow me.”
“I thought we were only getting you.”  She says as she steps into the shaded interior.
“Two’s better than one, right?”  I say in reply, and she looks over her shoulder with a quizzical look.
“I don’t even know if you can do this.”  She says as she continues walking over to a large table that is setup in the middle of the huge tent.  A map of Afghanistan is spread out on the plain surface, with safety pins at each corner, hammered into the wood, holding the map in place.
She removes her cap and tosses it on to the table near one corner, then stops and looks at us.
“You are aware of how dangerous this mission is?”  Colonel King asks as she looks at Mitchell then me.
“Umm, what are we doing?”  Mitchell leans down and whispers in my ear.
“Land mines shouldn’t be too much of a problem,” I say and look up at Mitchell.  “They’re all yours.”  I tell him.
“The IEDs and unexploded ordnance are the main threat.  They could be anywhere.”  She says, and I nod my head in acknowledgement.
“I’ll be taking care of those.”  I tell her.
“Whoa.  Why do you get the most dangerous job?”  Mitchell asks.
“Because if something goes bang, I’ll probably survive.  But you may not.”  I tell him, and hold up my hand as he begins to protest.  “Trust me.”  I tell him and place my fingertips on his mouth.
“Now, where are the minefields?”  I ask, as Colonel King folds her arms.
“Over here,” She says and points to three red circles that have been drawn on the map a few miles to the east.  “And here,” And she points at several red circles several miles to the south.  “Here, and here, and this whole area over here,” She says and points to an area of the map which shows more red than map.  “If you can clear these at least, that would be impressive.”  She says and looks up at Mitchell as he walks around and checks the map.
The serious look in his eyes as he bends over the map is so cute.
“Right.”  He says, then looks at me and touches my hand.
“Be careful.”  I tell him.
“I would tell you to be careful,” He says, and strokes my hand.  “But you never listen.”  He adds, and smiles sadly.  “Just come back this time.”
“I’m not going anywhere.”  I tell him, then he bends down and kisses me.
“Are you ready?”  Colonel King asks.
Mitchell pulls away and nods at her, then he vanishes in a red and blue blur, blowing a stack of papers on a desk in the corner near the entrance, up into the air.  A soldier groans, then starts to pick them up, as they float to the dirt.
Colonel King raises a thin blonde eyebrow as she looks at the other officers in the tent, who look at me frowning.
“So, where should I start looking?”  I ask, and she turns her attention back to the map.
“The first ones, you’ll most likely find all around this base and between here and the airport.”  She says.
“What am I looking for exactly?”  I ask and look at the map, checking the road systems.
“That’s the tricky part,” She says.  “The IEDs can be anything from a casserole dish, to a Coke can or a toaster.”
“Do they give off any heat, or make any noise at all?”  I ask and look at her as her expression becomes even graver.
“Some can be triggered remotely, we think.  But most of them, no, they’re just planted in the ground or under a car or bush.  They’re designed to maim mostly, but larger ones most definitely kill.”  She says, then points at the map at several areas that have been highlighted with yellow question marks.  “We’ve lost a lot of good men and women in these areas.  Even the locals know better than to go through there.”
I nod in understanding, and begin to take deep breaths as I survey the map of yellow question marks.
So many?
“The unexploded ordnance is mostly to the north and north west, near the mountains.  Those should be easy to find.”
“I don’t know how to deactivate these things.  Are you okay with me making them go, you know?”  I say and mimic an explosion with my hands.
“It’s fine.  There’s too many for us to deal with.  Just make sure the blast radius is free of civilians.  Got it?”
I nod my head and rise up slowly from the dirt.
“Hopefully, I’ll see you later.”  I say, then turn and drift toward the entrance.
I fly up and over the razor-wire topped wall and land in the street.  Two soldiers who are patrolling, stop when they see me.  I salute them, then start scanning the ground.  I zoom in with my vision and inspect every shrub, every scrap of metal that lies abandoned in the dirt.  When I reach the roadblock at the end of the street, I fly up and over and align myself horizontally and glide over the street, twelve feet up and travel at thirty miles per hour as I scour the ground, looking for anything ordinary.  I find a discarded Coke can near a bush at the corner of the street, near the camp’s wall.  I stop and pick it up and shake it, but it’s empty.  I crush the can into a thin metal disc and drop it.
Fifteen minutes, and twelve miles later, a box of chocolates explodes when I shake it near my right ear.
“Damn it!”  I blurt out and shake my head, while I pat out the flames on my top and jeans.
One down, a few million to go.  
In the distance, I hear a cacophony of booms and whooshes, and soon the horizon is littered with smoke.
Go, Mitchell.
I take off again and climb to twelve feet, then start following the street around a corner.  I keep my eyes fixed on the ground as I fly, while people scatter from my path and run into their homes.
This is going to take a while.
 



Chapter Ten
 
 
By the time I get back to Camp Phoenix, I’m black from head to toe, and my clothes are so full of holes, it’s not even funny.
As I descend from the darkening sky, soldiers stop and look up, pointing their cell phones at me.  Half a dozen flashes go off.
“Aww, come on guys.  Not a good time.”  I tell them, as they chuckle amongst themselves, and take more photos.
I glide by them and make my way to the command tent, while more flashes go off behind me.
“Hey, who are…”  An officer says as he confronts me, then he steps back when he notices my glowing blue eyes shining in the dark.
“She’s with me.”  I hear Mitchell, then he strolls over and takes my hand.  “You look awful.”  He says, and I notice that only his cowboy boots look dirty.
“Can we get her some clothes?”  Colonel King asks.
I check my blackened arms, then I look at the Colonel as she strides over to me.
“I would love a shower.”  I say.
“No need to shout,” The Colonel says with a laugh, then looks around the tent.  “Corporal?”  She calls out to a soldier who is speaking to a radio operator.  The officer looks over, and then he bursts into laughter when he sees me.  He pats the man sitting at the radio on the shoulder, then he walks over and stops next to the Colonel.
“Yes, Colonel?”  The man asks and stands to attention.
“This is Cosmic Girl,” She says gesturing to me.  “She has my full confidence, and needs a shower, as you can see.”
“No problem.”  The officer says, then he looks at me quickly before turning.  “And a change of clothes, I’d say.”  The Corporal says.  “This way, ma’am.”  He says, trying to stifle a smirk, and begins heading for the entrance.
“Thank you.”  I tell the Colonel, and she flinches slightly.  I turn and follow the Corporal out of the tent.
I sure hope the President trusts me now.
The Corporal heads past a tank and walks toward one of the smaller plain buildings.  A soldier in full combat gear stands to attention when we get closer.
“At ease, Rawlings.”  The Corporal says and returns the man’s salute.  “Find the quartermaster, and return with some fresh clothes for our new friend.”  He tells the soldier as he steps to one side, eyeing me suspiciously.
“Yes, Corporal Eaves.”  The soldier says, turns and walks away, quickly vanishing into the darkness.
The Corporal opens the door and steps inside.  I follow him inside and around a partition wall.
“Umm.”  I blurt out when I see an open communal showering area.  Five shower heads protrude down from the ceiling in a circle, with one large drain in the middle of the floor.
“I’ll make sure you’re not disturbed.”  The Corporal says, then turns and leaves.
I look around the room, and glance nervously back toward the edge of the partition, then I peel off my partially melted and crispy clothing.
 
When I’m done, I open the door a crack and peer outside.  I find a neatly folded pile of clothes outside on the stoop, and grab them before closing the door again.  I get dressed in the desert tan army fatigues, then pull on the boots and lace them up.  When I emerge from the building, I make my way back to the command tent.
“That’s better.”  Mitchell says when he sees me.
“Much better.”  Colonel King agrees, as she looks up from the map.  Mitchell points at the map where the red circles are and makes a comment.
I stroll over and join them at the table.
“Well, from what Mitchell tells me, these areas are clear,” She says, pointing to a dozen areas marked in red, spread throughout the country.  “And you?”  She asks, looking at me expectantly.
I check the map, then pick up a green marker pen, and start highlighting the areas where I detonated the IEDs and any ordnance that I found.  As I mark more and more of the map in green, I hear the Colonel let out a nervous laugh, then she walks around until she is facing me, and she watches as I keep marking the map.
“Wow.  You did all this in one afternoon?”  Colonel King asks after I finally set the green marker down.
I look at her and smile over the map, half of which is now green.
“Unbelievable.”  She gasps, then she pulls out her smartphone and takes a photo of the map.
“I don’t know about you,” I tell Mitchell.  “But I’m so hungry, I could eat the ass end of a dead rhino.”  My tummy’s been rumbling for the last three hours, and I’m feeling lightheaded now.
“Absolutely,” Colonel King says, then she steps back from the map.  “In fact, I’ll join you.  This way, please.”  She says and heads for the tent entrance.
“Show off.”  Mitchell murmurs down to me, and I look up at him as we walk.  He winks, and I nudge him with my elbow playfully.
The brightly lit mess hall is filled with voices and the scraping of metal on metal, when we enter, following the Colonel.  
“What have we got tonight, Taylor?”  Colonel King asks when we get to the metal counter filled with a dozen metal food containers, holding all kinds of appetizing smells.  A soldier, sporting a white chef hat, stands behind each steaming container, as I gaze down the counter.
“Chicken or beef curry, shawarma or kebabs.  Hawaiian, peperoni or vegetarian pizza.  Quarter pounders…”
“Two quarter pounders and a peperoni pizza, please.”  I pipe up, and the Colonel shakes her head.
“Beef shawarma, please.”  The Colonel says, then the soldier points to the third chef on her left.
“I’ll have the same.”  Mitchell says, nodding his head down at me.
We take our trays of food to the closest table, where a squad of soldiers are talking as they eat.
“Evening, fellas.”  I say as I sit down.
“Whoa.”  One soldier says across from me, as he looks up from his tray.
Mitchell sits down gently, but the bench still groans in protest.  Two female soldiers gaze up at Mitchell with wide eyes, then their lingering eyes find me frowning.
“Hi.”  They greet us hesitantly.  “We were told we had some special visitors today.”  One of them says, then picks up a bread roll from her tray.
“I wouldn’t call us special.”  I say and pick up my first hamburger. 
“There’s a rumor going around, that you two were clearing landmines and stuff.”  One of the soldiers says, as he looks at us with a mouthful of what looks like pitta bread. 
“We were just trying to lend a hand.”  Mitchell answers, then takes a bite of his pizza slice.
“It’s appreciated.”  The soldier says.
“How many did you get?”  Another female soldier asks, and she shifts up the bench to get closer.
“A few million, I’d say at a guess.”  Colonel King answers as she brings her tray over and sits next to me.
The soldiers look at her with questioning eyes, and the Colonel gazes around the table and nods her head.
“Holy shit.”  One of them blurts out.
“I had no idea you guys were the real deal.”  A soldiers says, pointing his fork at us.
“You guys are the real deal,” I tell them.  “After seeing all of the bombs and booby traps that were out there, I have to say, you are all heroes in my book.”
“Damn, you beat me to it.” Mitchell says and looks around the table.  “Without our gifts, we wouldn’t have lasted five minutes out there.”  He adds, and the Colonel looks at us in surprise.
I look around at all of the brave men and women, then an image of the blue-skinned giant flashes in my mind.  I hear the crunch, as Mitchell’s body hits the wall so hard, it cracks.
I gasp and catch my breath as I grip the table.
“What’s wrong?”  Mitchell and the Colonel ask.
You’re all going to die.
I shake my head and stroke Mitchell’s hand.
“I’m just tired.” I say, then take another bite from my hamburger.
“What’s it like?  Flying, I mean.”  A soldier asks, and several others nod their heads and look at me for an answer.
“Scary at first.  But there is nothing like it.  When you break the sound barrier for the first time, it’s amazing.”  I tell them, grinning.
“You can fly that fast?  Damn.”  One says.
“Faster.”  I tell them.
“Why do your eyes glow like that?”
“I wish I knew.”  I reply and shrug.
“I heard from my wife, that you died a few months ago.  What happened?  Did you die?”
“Yeah, what was that like?”
“I didn’t die.  I was just somewhere else.”  I reply.
“Where?”
This is getting uncomfortable now.  I really don’t want to tell them the truth.
“The main thing is, she’s back, and Devlin De Marco is no longer the most powerful person in the world.”  Mitchell says and puts his arm around me.
I smile up at him, while the soldiers whoop.
 
“Many thanks, both of you.”  Colonel King says as she shakes our hands outside the mess hall.
“I’m just glad we could help.”  I say and shake her hand gently.
“It was a pleasure meeting you.  Strange.  But a pleasure.”  She says.
“Take care.”  I say and step back.
I hold Mitchell’s hand and slowly rise up from the dirt.
“Keep fighting the good fight.”  Colonel Kings says and looks up at me as I rise up into the glittering sky.
I wave goodbye, then wrap my arms around Mitchell’s waist and accelerate.  I make a wide turn until I’m heading for the half-moon, then I step on the gas.
 
When I wake, I find Mitchell’s left arm draped over my right hip, and he’s breathing evenly.  I gaze at his peaceful face, and reach up, placing my hand gently on his smooth left cheek.  His left eye flutters, then opens slowly.
“Hi, baby.”  I say quietly, and stroke his cheek.
“Hey.”  He replies sleepily.
I lean in and kiss him.  His hand finds the back of my head and pulls me closer as our lips mash together.  I extract myself from his strong embrace, and smile back at him as I slide out of bed.  I walk naked into the walk-in closet, and pick out an outfit.  I look in the full length mirror, and see a naked Mitchell climb out of bed.  I smile to myself as I clip a bra in place, then pick up a blue camisole and purple sweater.
I hover in the air and slip into a pair of tight blue jeans, as Mitchell walks toward me, buttoning his red plaid cowboy shirt.
“You look beautiful.”  He says and wraps his arms around me from behind as I glide back to the carpet.
“You’re not so bad yourself, Hunky-Pants.”  I say, making him laugh.
“Hunky-Pants?”
“It’s what Beth used to call you.”  I say, and look up at him over my shoulder.
He closes his eyes, and a low groan escapes him.
“You remember?”  He whispers.
“Devlin jogged my memory.  Literally.”  I reply.
“What else did he do?”
“He got it worse.  Don’t worry.”  I reassure him, then turn in his arms, placing my hands either side of his slim waist.  “Let’s eat.”  I say and take his hand and pull him after me.
I make us some eggs with crispy bacon, while Mitchell figures out how the coffee machine works.
 
“Are these the books you mentioned?”  He asks and picks up one of the journals.
I nod, and he opens it and flicks through it quickly.
“Stuart would love this.”  Mitchell mutters as he stops and reads a page.
“We need to see if it’s there.”  I say, then grab my keycard and silver credit card.
Mitchell drops the journal on to the small coffee table, then follows me to the metal door.
Once we’re up on the roof, and I hear the door click shut behind us, I slip the cards into my back pocket.
Mitchell wraps his arms around me from behind, and nuzzles my left ear, making me shiver.
“Hold on tight.”  I tell him, then I rise slowly up into a watery looking gray sky.  The bottom of the clouds are looking torn.  
It’s gonna rain soon.
As I gain momentum, I feel the first patter of rain on my upturned face.  I accelerate through the damp clouds then turn to the east.  I climb to around sixty thousand feet before unleashing my full speed.  I feel Mitchell’s cheek press against my left shoulder, and his arms become as hard as granite around my waist.  The world screams by silently below me, as we pass through the pale sky like phantoms.
Once I see the Atlantic Ocean pass below after a few seconds, I begin to slow down, then bank to my right.  I glance below again, and the ocean has now become land.  I slow down further and start my descent.  After I pass through the second layer of clouds, a green land stretches out in all directions.  I see the outline of Sicily in the blue water up ahead, and further on, Italy.  As I pass over Italy, I slow down some more and zoom in with my vision.  I spy the coast of Croatia, and search for the island.  Once I see the beach with the resorts, it doesn’t take me long to locate the small island across the way.  The airfield is still there.  I swoop down, aiming for the runway.
I stop and hover over the airfield and look at the woods to the west.  No building.
I fly us closer until we’re over the exact spot where the giant stamped on Georgia.
“I guess we’re early.”  Mitchell says as he looks over my shoulder.
All I see is a small wall, forming the outside shape of the cavernous building, and massive piles of bricks nearby, along with all kinds of machinery and digging equipment.
“Damn.  Where are they?”  I grumble.
“Who?”  Mitchell asks.
“Dr. Ho and Dr. Orlov.”
“Well, they’re not here.”  He replies.  “We need Stuart.”  He adds.
“We need Georgia.”  I tell him, then make a wide turn and start to climb toward the clouds.
 
 



Chapter Eleven
 
 
“When did you last speak to her?”  I ask hesitantly as we sail through a powder blue sky.
“Last week.  We all promised to check in with each other at least once a week.”
“So she ended up in Albuquerque?”  I ask as I look down through gaps in the clouds.
“She says she’s enjoying the sunshine, and even earns some extra money working as a caddy.”
“Georgia, a caddy?  My goodness.  Clearly, I’ve been gone too long.”  I say jokingly.
Mitchell chuckles, then checks his cell phone again.
“Okay, I think we’re over the Sante Fe National Forest,” Mitchell says then looks down past my left shoulder.  “Yep.  That must be Elk Mountain down there.”  He says, pointing at a mountain peak far below us.
“So, that river over there must be the Rio Grande?”  I ask, pointing ahead of us at a glimmering sliver, which winds its way south.
“Follow that, and it will take us right there.”  Mitchell says, and I start to descend as I make a slow turn toward the south once I’m over the river.
“How’s Paul?”  I ask as I zoom in with my vision and check for golf courses.
“He’s actually enjoying being back home in England.  He says there are a lot of dipshits, which keep him busy.  So, he’s happy.”
Now that I picture his face in my mind, I really do miss that clown.
I read a sign above the entrance to the clubhouse, then scan the area and find a row of tennis courts.
“This must be it.”  I say, then swoop down to a hundred feet and make a slow circle around the golf course.
I stop and hover in the air, and we both look around, then I notice something blur off to my right.  I drop to the parking lot, as a yellow and white blur rushes toward us.  Mitchell lets go of me and slips his cell phone back into his pocket.
The blur stops a hundred feet away, and Georgia stands in a pastel yellow blouse and a short white skirt.  I smile and start to walk toward her.
“How?”  Georgia asks and stares at me in shock for a second, then she blinks and walks slowly toward me.
“It’s a long story.  Take my hand, and see.”  I say, holding my hand out to her.
“Britney, your eyes.  Your hair.”
“I know.  I’m kinda hard to miss now, huh?”
She lets out a nervous laugh, then she steps closer and takes my outstretched hand.  Her eyes glaze over and her breathing becomes shallow.  She releases my hand after a few minutes, staggers back and gasps for breath.  She looks at me and Mitchell in horror.
“I’m sorry.”  I tell her, as she falls to her knees and begins to cry.
“Oh, my god!  Mitchell?  Oh, no.  Oh my god!”  She mumbles and covers her mouth with a trembling hand.
“What the hell did she see?”  Mitchell asks.
I turn and shake my head at him.
“Not now.”  I mouth silently at him, then turn back and crouch down in front of Georgia.
“So much pain.”  Georgia mutters sadly, and puts her hand on my shoulder.  She recoils for a second, then she closes her eyes.  “You think we can prevent it?”  She says, then opens her eyes and releases me.  “We can stop this?”  She asks.
“We have to.”  I tell her, and she nods her blonde head and climbs to her feet.  “I need you to come with me.  Can you?”
“For how long?”  She asks, and rubs her eyes.
“For as long as it takes.”
“I’ll need to tell my parents.  Wait here.”  She says, then vanishes in a white and yellow blur.
“Britney, what did she see?”  Mitchell asks from behind me.
“A possible future.”  I reply, then look over my shoulder at him.  “One I intend to change, with your help.”
I hear a rush of wind, then turn back to see Georgia in her yellow Ghost Girl catsuit, complete with yellow eye mask.
“I can’t believe you kept it.”  Mitchell says, and I smile as she steps closer.
“Are you okay to touch me again?”  I ask.
“Gloves.”  She says, holding up her yellow leather gloved-hands.
“Hold on tight.”  I tell them both and hold my arms out to my sides.
Mitchell grabs my forearm and upper arm, and Georgia follows suit.
“God, I missed this.”  Georgia says, making me laugh.
Me too.
I rise up off the parking lot, as several men and women come running from the clubhouse entrance, smartphones at the ready.  I grin down at them as they stop and point their phones up at us, then I accelerate once I’m a hundred feet up.  In seconds, we’re passing through the upper atmosphere, heading east.
Mitchell and Georgia grip my arms so tight that they start to go numb.  My long white hair whips back behind me, and Georgia’s thick shoulder length blonde hair billows, like a field of barley on a windy day.  Her smile is adorable.
I count silently inside my head as I fly, then as I reach thirty six, I slow down and start my descent.  A large bank of clouds covers the entire area under us, and when I pass through, it becomes clear it was a rain cloud.
“Oh, great.”  Mitchell mutters as we start to get soaked.
I look down and find Lake Michigan, then locate the Navy Pier.  I make a B-Line for the Navy Pier and put on a boost of speed.
“Woohoo!”  Mitchell yells as I skim the surface of the lake, and make a wide turn and head back toward the beach.
Georgia is giggling as I climb back up and land on the roof of the restaurant.  They let go of my arms, and I rub them.
“Oh, I’ve missed you.”  Georgia says and throws her arms around my neck.
I rub her back.
“I’ve missed all of you, so much.”  I tell her.
I pull the keycard from my back pocket, and Georgia watches in fascination as I approach the door and swipe the white card over the reader.  The door opens and I lead them down the stairs to the metal door.
“Wow.”  Georgia gushes when she enters my new apartment.
“Pretty sweet, right?”  Mitchell says as he strides over to the red coach, removing his wet red plaid shirt.
I hover over to the coach, and reach for the journals, and find nothing there.
“Oh, no.”  I say and look under the coffee table, then start to lift the seat cushions on the red coach, making Mitchell get up.
“What is it?”  He asks, then he sees the horror on my face.  “The journals?”  He asks, and I nod my head.
I stand up and almost fall, but Mitchell catches me.
“Who would have taken them?”  He asks.
I glance over at the office area, and notice the light on the fax machine is flashing.  I fly over and press the button.  I snatch the sheet of paper as it glides out the top.
Why haven’t you contacted me, and why aren’t you answering my calls?
Why haven’t you rendezvoused with the Sea Wolf yet?
Where are my meteorites?
We had an agreement.
D. W.
Another piece of paper slides out and I grab it.
Fantastic job, Cosmic Girl.  I couldn’t be happier.
Let me know when you want to have that talk.
Michael 
I drop the paper, but Mitchell catches them before they hit the polished wood floor.
“D.W.?”  Mitchell asks.
I hover over to the white phone, seething.  I’m about to pick up the phone, when I see something out of the corner of my eye.  A slip of paper is nailed to the door.
I float over to the door and pull the nail from the door.
“What’s that?”  Georgia asks as she wanders over.
“An old acquaintance.” I reply.
Maybe now I got your attention.
F.G.
I screw up the paper and reach for the phone.
“Hello, how my I direct your call?”
“Bill Kendrick, CIA, please.”
“Tell him I said, hi.”  Georgia says.
“One moment, ma’am.”  The operator says, then the line goes quiet.
After a few seconds, the call is connected.
“You better have a damn good reason for making the Secretary of Defense wait.”  Bill says once the call is picked up.
“I do.  I don’t trust him.”  I tell him.
“Britney, he works for the President of the United States.  The same person who is paying for your food and nice new digs.”
“Michael’s cool,” I reply.  “But I just don’t get a good feeling about Donald Winters.”
“A feeling?  You’re kidding, right?”  Bill asks.
“Why does he want the meteorites, Bill?”  I ask.
“That’s classified.”
“That’s just another way of saying you don’t know.”  I tell him.
“Where are they?”  Bill asks, being stubborn.
“They’re safe.  Come on, Bill.  Just think for a second.  If all they wanted was to stop the terrorists and Devlin from using them again, then why not ask me to throw them into the sun or something?  Why do they want them so badly?”
There’s silence for a few seconds.
“You can do that?”  He asks nervously.
“If I wanted to.”  I say defiantly.
“Okay.  I’ll see if I can do some digging.  Just remember, we’re on the same team.  Got it?”
“I consider you a friend, Bill.  I trust you.”
“Thanks.  Good job in Afghanistan, by the way.”
“How’s my new suit coming along?”  I ask, and smile when I hear him lower his voice.
“It’s ready for a fitting.  You know where.  I’ll meet you there tomorrow.”  He whispers, then hangs up.
Yay, new costume.
“So, who has the journals?”  Mitchell asks when I hang up the phone.
“Frankie Gazzara.”  I reply.
“Doesn’t he work for the Sorvino crime family?”  Mitchell asks, and I nod my head.
“I don’t know who he thinks he’s messing with?”  I say.
“Then, it’s time to educate him.”  Mitchell says, cracking his knuckles.
“No.  I want you two to stay here.”  I tell them and head for the metal door.
“What are you gonna do?”  Mitchell asks, looking at me nervously.
“I’m just gonna have a little chat with him.  See if we can come to an arrangement.”  I say, and wink at him.
 



Chapter Twelve 
 
 
I descend from a clear pale sky over Los Angeles, and bank to my left, and aim for the Hollywood sign.
I turn and head west once I’m over Sunset Boulevard, and find The Veal Deal soon enough.
Time to say hello.
I stop and hover over the restaurant, then drop like an anvil to the sidewalk outside, cracking the paving and shattering the windows.
It’s only after eleven, so there are no customers, but kitchen staff in white hats and hair nets come pouring out into the parking lot to the rear.  I hover over the cracked sidewalk and stop near the parking lot and place my hands on my hips.
“Where is Gazzara?”  I call out loudly, making them turn and look in my direction.
“Who the hell are you?”  A voice calls out, and two men in black business suits emerge from the rear door.
“Frankie has got something of mine.  He said he wanted to talk.  Well, here I am.”  I say, then launch myself at a shiny black Audi R8.  
I move so fast, that everyone looks like they’re statues, as I race around the car, pummeling it, crushing it and shoving it into itself until it forms a cube.  I stop and shove the cube of twisted black metal across the parking lot toward the two men.
“So, let’s talk.”  I say.
The two goons look at each other, then one reaches into his suit pocket.  I ready myself, but he pulls out a cell phone.
“Boss, she’s here,” The man says in a deep voice, with an Italian accent.  “Are you sure?  I mean, she just trashed Joey’s new ride.”  He turns his back to me as he presses the phone to his ear.  He’s silent for a minute, then he puts the phone back into his suit pocket, and turns to me with a worried expression.  “Come with me.”  He says, then turns and walks over to a deep green BMW.
I glide over to the car, and the kitchen staff back away.  The tall man in the suit and dark shades opens the passenger door.
I climb in, then he closes the door and walks slowly around to the driver’s side and climbs in.  He shifts his large frame behind the wheel and adjusts the seat, before inserting the key and starting the engine.
“So, where are you taking me?”  I ask as I glare out of the window.
“Somewhere safe.”  The man grumbles as he pulls away, heading for the street.
“Safe for who?”
His head turns and looks at me, then looks back at the road and steps on the gas.
“Seat belt.”  He grumbles.
“You’re kidding, right?”
As he drives me through the Hollywood hills, the houses start to get bigger, and the walls grow higher.  After a few minutes of driving along a street without any houses on, he makes a left turn and follows a smaller road.  Bushes and trees line the road as he follows it up a hill, then as it curves around some impressive looking boulders, the bushes and trees on the left hand-side thin out, to show a ten feet tall concrete wall.  He follows the wall until we reach a wrought iron gate, then stops outside.  Two heavy looking men in navy blue blazers and black pants step forward from the gate.  The driver switches off the engine and keeps his hands on the wheel.
One of them leans down and looks inside the car at me and the driver, then he pulls a walkie-talkie from his belt.
“Il freak è qui.”  The man says, then waits.
“Falli entrare.”  A man’s voice comes through the walkie-talkie.
The men step away, and the man with the radio waves his arm, with his thumb up at the gate.  I hear a buzz as the gate slides slowly open.  My driver starts the engine, then drives us slowly on to the grounds.  Neatly clipped hedges form a border to either side of the driveway, as it winds its way to a large circular parking lot.  We follow the hedges until we reach the round parking area, and I see the house.  Two men carrying submachine guns stand near the marble colonnades, either side of some white marble steps that lead up to two large heavy looking oak doors, which stand wide open.  As the car coasts to a stop, a man in a blue sweater and khaki shorts emerges from inside and stops at the top of the steps.
I climb out, and the two gunmen step forward, aiming their barrels at my chest.
“I thought I’d never see you again,” Frankie says amiably, as I close the car door.  “Most people tend to stay dead.”
“I’m not most people.”  I reply, and he laughs.
“That is true,” He says, and waves me up the steps.  “Come on in.  I hope you’re hungry.  My chef has prepared my favorite.”
“Where are my journals?”  I ask when I get to the top and look up at him. 
“We’ll get to that.  Tell me.  What happened to you?”  He asks and begins to walk back inside to the shaded interior.
“You could say, I took a vacation.”
“You were gone a long time.  I hope you are feeling rested.”  He says.
“How did you even know that I was back?”  I ask as he leads me through his home.
“It’s my business to know such things.”  He replies casually, and waves his hand dismissively at the question.  “Nice place, by the way, from what I hear.”
“What do you want, Frankie?”  I ask as he opens two glass doors and walks out to a pool area.
“I’m a business man.  You and I had an agreement, if you remember.”
“You help me find Devlin.”  I say.
“Bingo.  And in exchange, I would need a favor one day.”
“And this is that day, I’m guessing?”
“You’re not as dumb as you look, huh?”  Frankie says and flashes a smile back at me as he walks casually by the pool.
“What do I have to do to get my journals back?”
“I’ve got this problem.”  He says.
“You should get a doctor.”  I tell him.
“The problem lives in Columbia, along with a whole army of problems.”
“So?”
“You get rid of problem, and I see that you find your lost items.  Capeesh?”
“I think you’re confusing me with Devlin.  I don’t kill people.”  I tell him and stop in my tracks and fold my arms.
“Who said anything about killing?” He says, and turns, looking at me with a disappointed face.  “Tut, tut, Britney.  You need to think bigger.”  He says, and smiles when he sees my shocked face.
“What?”  I gasp.
“Oh, come now.  You don’t think I would check why Devlin destroyed Hackberry High?”  He says, then turns and continues walking.
“I don’t care.  I’m not one of your hired goons.”
“Of course you’re not.  You are SO much more.”
“This problem of yours, how bad is it?”  I ask and remain standing.
He turns, then stops.
“Very bad men.  People here, would thank you for it.”
“Where are these bad men?”
“You’ll find their nest in the Bogota hills, four miles east of Choachi.”
“And I have your word that I will get back what you took?”
“Of course.  I am a just a simple business man.”  He replies and smiles as he regards me with his beady eyes.  “Also, I would like to know where our mutual friend is right now.”
“He was in Nigeria, the last time I saw him.  But he’s also been around China, as well.”
“Hmm.”  He muses and tilts his head up and looks up at a window in the house behind me.
“You may go now.”  Frankie says, then turns and walks away.
I turn and look up at the house, but I don’t see anyone at the windows.  I sigh, then reach up with my arms and launch into the air.  I gain the clouds, then I turn to the east and accelerate to maximum speed.
 
“Columbia?”  Mitchell asks, after I tell him what happened.
“You can’t trust this guy.  You know that, right?”  Georgia says, and I nod my head.
“What do I do?  I need the original journal back.”  I say as I float back and forth near the kitchen.
“Maybe Bill can help.”  Georgia suggests.
“Why would he help?”  I ask.
“These are bad guys, right?  We tell Bill where they are, and we let the authorities take them down.”  Georgia says, and looks at us both.
“They can’t just barge in there without any evidence.”  Mitchell says, then he stops and gazes out of the large picture window.  “No, we have to find the journals.  The hell with this Gazzara character.”  He says, while looking down at Lakeshore Drive.
“But they could be anywhere.”  I say.
“Someone broke in here and took them.  They must have touched something, right?”  Mitchell says, turning and looking at Georgia.
Georgia pulls off her yellow leather gloves and drops them on to the red couch.  Mitchell and I step away and stand near the window and watch as she brushes her hands over the coach, coffee table, then the door handle.
She looks back at us and shakes her head.
“They must have been wearing gloves.”  She says.
“Damn it.”  I grumble.
Mitchell steps away, then walks toward the door to the washroom.  He opens the door and steps inside, then comes back out with a strange expression.
“Georgia, can you come in here.” Mitchell says then steps back inside the washroom.
Georgia shrugs at me, then wanders over and steps inside the washroom.  I float over and head inside, and watch as Mitchell walks over to the toilet bowl.  With his back to us, Mitchell waves Georgia over.
“Can you check this?”  He says, indicating the toilet bowl and flush lever.
“Eww.”  Georgia mutters as Mitchell steps aside.
She places her hands on the metal flush lever, and stops.  She lets go after a few seconds, then turns around with a look of surprise on her face.
“It was someone you’ve met before.”  She says, then closes her eyes for a moment. 
“Who?”  I ask.
She frowns, then opens her eyes and looks at me.
“Ricky Morano.”  Georgia says quietly.
“Morano?”  I says and rack my brains.  “Wait.  He was the guy in Vegas.”
“That twerp who helped transport us?”  Mitchell says.
“Yeah.  He was in Tony Bardino’s office.  I didn’t like him then, and I hate him even more now.”  I say and clench my fists as I storm out of the washroom.
“So, where is he?”  Mitchell asks as he enters the main living area behind me.
I turn as Georgia exits the washroom.
“Did you see anything about where he was, or where he was going?”  I ask.
“I saw a room number.  912.  There was a view as well.”  She says, then closes her eyes.  “I see Lakeshore Drive with the lake on the right.”  She says, then opens her eyes.
“He might still be here in Chicago.”  I say.
I grin and walk up to Georgia and hold up my right palm.  She giggles and high-fives me.
“Well done.”  I tell her, then turn and look out the window.
“How many hotels are there near the lake?”  Mitchell asks.
“Did you see the beach at all?”  I ask Georgia.
She looks at her yellow boots for a second, then she looks up.
“Yes.  It didn’t look that far away, either.”  She replies.
“The Drake.”  Mitchell and I say at the same time.
I nod and head for the metal door.
“I’ll be right back.”  I say and open the door and fly up the lilac stairs.
Once I’m on the roof, I take off and bank to the left slightly and head north.  I look down as I fly above Lakeshore Drive.  A few people wave up at me from the beach, and I wave back.
I gain more altitude and bank sharply to the left.  I head toward the John Hancock center, then make a wide turn around the 60th floor and fly north above Michigan Avenue.
I recognize the Drake hotel as soon as I see the squat H-shaped building from above.  I descend until I’m flying past the 9th floor windows and make my way to the north side of the hotel.  Car horns blare from below, and I hear shouts from below.  I glide closer to the building, and peer through each window as I hover by.  Most of the rooms are empty, but a few have their curtains drawn.  I stop and concentrate my eyes, focusing on the inside of the room.
Thermal.
I blink, and my vision is filled with blacks, blues and the faint trace of orange and yellow, as someone walks by several rooms away.  I look left and right through the building, and I see a dozen red, orange and yellow forms.  Some are sitting down, others are lying down, and a few are walking up and down the stairs in various locations.  One is standing three rooms to my left.  I keep my eyes on him as I glide through the air, until he’s directly in front of me.  I focus my hearing on the individual, and the city noise starts to grow fainter around me.
I hear him.
“…..I told you already.  There were no traces.  I was extra careful.  Relax, Frankie.  Yeah, yeah, my flight leaves in three hours.”
I hover and watch as Ricky Morano’s orange and yellow form paces back and forth.
“Two thou’, that was the deal, right?  Okay.  I’ll see you tomorrow.” 
As soon as he hangs up, I blink and switch back to normal vision.  I tap gently on the window.
“Huh?”  I hear him mutter, then the curtains open, and a very surprised Ricky Morano stares at me for a second, then he lets go of the curtains and vanishes from view.
“Ricky, open up.”  I call out.
I hear something open, then he appears in my field of vision.  He places a waste paper basket on the carpet and throws the journals inside.
What the hell is he doing?
I see him pull a lighter from his pocket.  I launch myself through the window and snatch the waste paper basket, before his thumb engages the flint.
“Shit!”  He blurts out and falls backwards, shielding his face with his hands from the flying glass.
“Still rocking the gray suit, huh, stupid?”  I say and pull the journals from the waste paper basket, then gently throw the empty basket at him.
“You’ll regret this.”  Ricky hisses.
“Tell Frankie I said go to hell.”  I say, then turn and fly out the window.
I arch my back and fly up and over the hotel backwards, before rotating.  I make for the roof of my apartment and land in seconds.
 
“You got them?”  Georgia asks, and I hold them up, smiling.
“Come on, let’s get out of here.”  I say from the metal door, and hold it open for them.
“Where are we going?”  Mitchell asks.
I check that the credit card is still in my back pocket, then smile.
“We’re gonna check on an old friend.”  I say, and he looks at me curiously, before walking past, heading for the lilac stairs.
 
“New York, really?”  I ask as I pass through another cloud, while Mitchell and Georgia cling to my arms.
“Where better for Stuart to hide, than in Chinatown?”  Mitchell replies.
“So, is he going to school somewhere?”  I ask as I gaze down at the green blur below.
“Homeschooling.  That’s what was arranged for all of us.  Although, I don’t think Paul is sticking to it.  You know how he is?”  Mitchell says.
“I’ve always wanted to go to Chinatown.”  I say wistfully.
“He said he’s staying above a restaurant called The
Lucky Dragon.”  Georgia says.
I start to descend below the clouds, so I can get a better view of the land.  
“Where are we?”  I ask, and slow down to a hundred miles per hour.
I look over at Mitchell as he removed his cell phone and checks the screen.
“Pennsylvania.  We just passed Hershey.”  Mitchell says after a few minutes.
Mmm, chocolate.  Man, how long has it been?
“How much further?  I’m getting hungry.”  I ask him.
“Not far.  Less than 150 miles.”
I wait for him to slip the phone back into his jeans and grab my arm again, then I accelerate to maximum speed.
I count to five in my head, then slow down and start to descend.  When we emerge from the bottom of the last layer of clouds, it’s raining.  The sky all around is gray and drab, and very wet.  I swoop down toward the Hudson River, and gaze down at the streets as I make a wide circle of the city.  I zoom in with my vision and sweep the small island of Manhattan quickly.  Chinatown is easy enough to find, even in this gloom.  I aim headfirst toward an elegant looking old building across the way from a red-bricked tenement building on a busy street.  I stop and hover at three hundred feet, and look around.  Carved into a plinth above the arched entrance are the words, The Bowery Savings Bank.  I will myself forward and fly over the streets at a leisurely pace.
“Keep an eye out.”  I tell them as I check each building and store front as I fly overhead.
We pass over street after street, while people stop and point up at us.
“I think we’re drawing a crowd.”  Georgia says as she dangles from my right arm.
“Well, the yellow does kinda stand out.”  I grin at her.
“Hey, is that a dragon?”  Mitchell asks, pointing down to our left at a restaurant two blocks away.
“I’ve counted at least six dragons, so far.”  I reply.
“I can’t read the name from here.”  Mitchell says.
I fly us closer as I continue to check every restaurant within range.
“The Lucky Dragon.  This is the one.”  Georgia says happily.
I drop to the sidewalk outside the restaurant, and look up at the red Chinese dragon above the gold painted door.  Mitchell and Georgia let go of my arms, and I press my face against the glass and peer inside.  An old Chinese man is sitting in the corner, holding a small bowl up to his lips.  I walk to the golden door and go to open it, but it’s locked.  I knock gently and wait, while Mitchell and Georgia look up and down the empty street nervously.  I hear a latch being pulled back, then a key turn in the lock.  A pretty Chinese girl around my age opens the door, and looks at us quickly, before closing the door again.
“Please.  My name is Britney.  We’re here to see Stuart.”  I say through the closed golden door.
“Go away.  We not want trouble.”  The girl replies from behind the door.
“I just want to see my friend.  Can you tell him that I’m here, please?”
“Who is it, Michelle?”  I hear a man’s voice from inside ask.
“Trouble, father.”
“Let me deal with this.  You go back to your studies.”  The man says, then the door slowly opens.
A Chinese man in his forties, wearing a black Guns & Roses t-shirt peers out at us, before opening the door wider.
“Quickly, inside, before someone sees you.”  He says, and I don’t argue.
Once inside, he looks up and down the street then closes the door.  He looks at us one by one, then places his hand on my shoulder.
“You are friends of Stuart?”  He asks.
“Very good friends.”  I tell him.
“You’d better come up.”  He says, then turns and walks past a beaded doorway, before heading up a set of narrow stairs.
We follow him up two flights of steep steps, then along a short hallway before he stops and knocks gently on a door.
“Stuart.  You have visitors.”  He says calmly to the door.
He steps back as the door is opened from within.  I barely recognize Stuart when he emerges and looks blankly at us.  His thick black hair is gone, and I can’t help but gawp at his shaved head.  He remains motionless and silent for a few seconds, then his eyes flick up to Mitchell, then to Georgia before resting on me once more.
“Britney?”
 



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Stuart sits calmly on the edge of his bed, as he reads the translated journal.  I sit on the plain wooden floor next to Georgia as she holds the original journal in her bare hands, while Mitchell leans against the wall near the door.
“I need paper and a pen.”  Georgia says as she stares blankly at the floor.
“Top drawer.”  Stuart says, pointing to a chest of drawers near his bed, without taking his eyes off the page he’s reading.
I rise up and float over to the drawers and come back with a notepad and a Sharpie.  
“Put it on the floor, here.”  Georgia asks, pointing to a spot in front of her.
I open the notepad to a blank page and hand her the marker pen and place the opened pad on the floor.  Her eyes flick back and forth, then she starts writing, glancing down every now and then.
I try and see what she’s writing, but the pen is in the way.  I sit back and wait as she writes frantically, all the while keeping that weird blank expression she gets.  She fills the page then flips the page up and continues writing on the next page.  After four pages are filled, she drops the pen and raises her hand from the journal.  
“Are you okay?”  I ask, as she takes deep breaths.
“Yeah, I’ll be okay,” She says and closes her eyes.  “Trust you, to bring something this interesting.”  She says and laughs nervously as she opens her eyes.
I pick up the notepad and flick back to her first page.
Dr. Raquel Orlov, was born in Ivanovo on November 5th 1981, where she remained until she went to the Moscow State University.  She excelled in biology, mathematics, physics, and chemistry.  She spoke a dozen languages, and preferred to write left-handed.
She purchased this journal in April 2015 along with six others, but only began using this in September 2015, when she moved to Munich for her new job.  Project Sabre would be her sole project while working there under Dr. Steven Ho, the head geneticist.  She felt excited about the project and found the specimens that were brought in as building blocks to something greater, but the labs were very rudimentary and not really fit for purpose.  She thought it must have been a school at one time.
Then in March 2016, they moved to a new facility off the coast of Croatia.  She thought the building was superior to the lab in Munich, and the new team of staff really helped to speed along their progress.
The person who was financing the whole project frightened her.  He would walk around the lab and watch what they were doing very closely.  Whenever she tried to speak to him, or ask him anything, he never answered her, not once.  He stayed in the lab with them for two years, never talking to anyone, he would just take out a smart phone every now and then, taking photos or talking to someone in a very fast and guttural language.
She never knew his name, and when she asked Dr. Ho about their silent sponsor, he would ignore her questions and change the subject.  She felt naked under the dark man’s cold stare, as she tried to work.  She thought about quitting often, but the work they were doing was revolutionary, and if they succeeded, their work would change the world.
When their strange creation stepped from the birthing tube, her joy turned to horror when she saw the dark man’s features staring back at her with the same cold eyes.  No, not eyes, pools of blood.  She backs away as the creature lifts Dr. Ho with one blue-skinned hand, and runs for the failsafe.  Her hand touches the black journal, as she reaches for the switch that will seal the room and suck the oxygen out.  Agonizing pain, then confusion.
“Damn.”  I say as I set the notepad down.
“The creature is the same one that attacked you, I think.”  Georgia says, and I give her a warning look.
“Okay, so she moved to Munich in 2015 to begin working for Chimera, then they moved to Croatia in 2016.”  I say, and stand up.
“A disused school in Munich.”  Georgia adds and slowly climbs to her feet.
“Yeah, but not until next year.  How does this help us?”  Mitchell asks and folds his arms.
“Couldn’t we just go to Moscow and look for her?”  Georgia asks.
“It’s not her I’m after, it’s Chimera.  Whoever they are, and Mr. Moneybags, who I’m pretty sure is the Dubai Devil, they are the ones who are ultimately responsible.”  I say.
“Find anything useful Stuart?”  Mitchell asks and looks down at Stuart’s still form sitting on the bed, who is still reading.
“The more I read, the more alien I feel.”  He says and looks up at Mitchell briefly, then looks over at me.  “Dr. Ho has some radical opinions.”
“What have you found?”  I ask and sit down next to him.
“The parasites inside the meteorites are organic, and yet are inorganic at the same time.  Dr. Ho calls them core comedentis.”  Stuart says as he reads a page.
“What the hell does that mean?”  Mitchell asks.
“Core eater.”  Georgia replies, then blushes when we stare at her in surprise.
“Dr. Ho theorized that these creatures would burrow to the core of a star, and feed off of the radiation.  Then when these stars went supernova or imploded, these creatures got trapped within the rock and were sent shooting into space.  Some may have landed on another star or planet, and soaked up the various properties of these other celestial bodies.”  Stuart says.
“So that’s why I became stronger when I was exposed to the radiation.”  I say.
“And why the meteorites reacted to the radiation that Devlin used.  It wasn’t just the rocks or crystals.  It was these little guys.”  Stuart says, and shows a hand drawn diagram that Dr. Orlov drew in her journal, replicated very neatly by Julian.
I gasp when the reality of what Stuart is implying hits me full force.
“What is it?”  Mitchell asks and steps forward.
“She understands.”  Stuart says sadly.
“We’ve absorbed their DNA.  That’s where the powers come from.  From them.”  I say and stand up, running my fingers through my white hair.
“Oh, man.  We really aren’t human anymore?”  Mitchell says, placing a hand on my shoulder.
“We’ve evolved, guys, nothing more.  Homo sapiens have been evolving since we first opened our eyes.”  Stuart says dismissively.
“It’s not exactly the same as standing upright or inventing fire, Stu.  We now have alien DNA.”  I say, making him grin.
“We’re not the only ones.  Devlin experimented on hundreds, remember?”  Stuart says.
“Okay, but I have the meteorites now.  So, does this mean that these experiments can’t continue anymore?”  I ask.
“What?  You have them?”  Stuart asks, incredulous.
“Yeah.  Devlin told me where he kept them.”  I reply.
Stuart’s poker face slips back on, and he looks into my eyes.
“You’re stronger than Devlin?”  Stuart asks, and I nod.
“Yeah, well, he didn’t exactly volunteer the information.  He took some persuading.”  I say with a smile.
“How much?”  He asks angrily.
“Enough to make him think twice before taking me on again.”  I say, and he clenches his fists and closes his eyes.
“I wish I could have been there to see it.”  He mutters, and tiny bolts of blue lightning begin to slither over his face and arms.
He opens his eyes and frowns.  His eyes are glowing white now.
“You let him go?”  He asks as his skin crackles with static.
“If I killed him, I’d be no better than he is.  It won’t bring Beth back, Stuart.”  I tell him.
The lighting grows in intensity and his eyes flash with bright white light for a few seconds, then he blinks and sighs.  The electrical charge dissipates, and he looks at me with sad pale brown eyes.
“I miss her, so much.”  Stuart grumbles and begins to cry.
I kneel down in front of him and pull him into my arms.
“I know.  She was like a sister to me.  Devlin will pay for what he’s done, to all of us.  But we can’t lower ourselves to his level.  That’s not what Beth would want.”  I say and rub his back as his tears trickle down my neck.
“How do we get payback for what he’s done?”  He grumbles and hugs me back.
“He told me that I ruined his life.  All he cares about is the money, the lifestyle, the power.  Take that away, and he’s nothing.”  I say.  “We did it once.  We’ll do it again.”  I add.
“He can wait.”  Mitchell says from behind me.
I nod my head, and stroke Stuart’s shaved head.
“We need to find Chimera and the Dubai Devil.”  I say, and look back at Mitchell and Georgia.
I rub Stuart’s arms, and he eventually pulls away and looks at me with sad puppy dog eyes.
“Are you with me?”  I ask them and stand up.
Stuart stands up and holds out his hand.
“Team Rock.”  He says, and we all place our hands on top of his.
“Team Rock.”  We all echo, then hug it out.
“I hope you still have your costume.”  I say to Stuart, and he leans over, opens the bottom drawer of his dresser and pulls out his old blue skiing goggles, and the blue and white unitard.
“Where’s yours?”  He asks.
“I lost my old one.  But I’ll be picking up a new one tomorrow, curtesy of Uncle Sam.”  I tell him.
“Where are you staying now?”  He asks.
“Well, I’m actually staying at Lake Point Tower.”
“What?  How can you afford to stay there?”  Stuart asks, and I reach up and twist my white hair absentmindedly.
“I’m working with the President.  It comes with some perks.”  I say and grin.
“Well, I’m glad we’re on the same side now.”  He says, then stands up.  In a blur of movement, he gets changed into his Volt costume.  “So, let’s see this place of yours.”  He says.
“I’m not sure I want to carry all three,” I say as I look around.  “Is there something I can use, to carry you all in?”  I ask.
“I got something better,” He says, then picks up his cell phone from his side table.  “You might want to make some room.”  He says, and gestures us to the other side of the room.
We comply, and he presses a button on his phone.
“Hey, Pamela.  What’s up?”  Stuart says.
 



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
As the black light fades, and my stomach starts to heave, I find myself back on the roof of Lake Point Tower.  I take some deep breaths, as waves of nausea wash over me.
“Wow.  Nice view.”  Pamela says as she steps away, then looks back at me.  “You okay?”  She asks.
“Fine.”  I manage, then burp.
Come on.  Keep it in.  Be cool, Britney.
Nope.
“Bluurgh!”  I bend over and hurl.
“I’ll give you a few minutes.”  Pamela says, then she vanishes with a faint pop, in a burst of dark light.
I hear a roar, like a jet engine approaching, and stand up wiping my mouth as a flaming figure shoots through the air toward the apartment complex.  He swoops down and lands on his feet, then the orange flames are extinguished.
“Ryan?”
His brown hair, which resembled a mop before, is now shaved around the sides, giving him a weird looking Mohawk.
“Sshh.  Blaze, remember?”  He says with a grin and strides over, then stops and notices the pool of vomit.  “Where’s Pam?”
“You don’t seem surprised to see me.”  I notice.
“I’ve seen you around.  You’re kind of hard to miss, with all that white hair flapping around.”  He says, pointing to my waist long hair.
“You’re staying in Chicago?”
“Yeah,” He says, then looks out over the Navy Pier at the Ferris wheel.  “After you vanished, Pam and I stayed away from school.  Kept our heads down.  Kind of had to.”
“I remember,” I say.  “I failed you all that day.”
He turns and looks back at me, frowning.
“What could you have done?  You did what you could.  Hell, he almost killed you, or have you forgotten?”
“Pamela saved me.”  I remember with a smile.
“What happened to you, Cosmic Girl?  Why do you look so different?”
I hear a faint pop, and see Pamela appear with Stuart and Mitchell, before vanishing again.
“It’s a long story.”  I tell him, then walk to the card reader.
 
“Whoa.  Everyone dies?”  Ryan asks as he stares wide-eyed at me, then laughs, until he sees Georgia give him a hard look.
“I saw what it was like.”  Georgia says, then her eyes flick to Mitchell briefly.
“Do I survive?”  Ryan asks.
“I didn’t see you there.  But I did meet Mitchell, Georgia, Pamela and a dashing Latino who could fly like me.”
“What was his name?”  Pamela asks.
“Santiago.”
“Hmm.”  Pamela murmurs quietly to herself.
“And this place?”  Ryan asks.
“Chicago gets wiped from the map by a nuclear strike.”  I tell them.
“Wiped out?  Holy shit!”  Ryan says, raising his voice and starts pacing by the metal door.
“If the blue freaks are never created, then none of this will happen.  We need to locate Chimera, the Dubai Devil, and the two doctors involved.”  I tell them, and walk to the kitchen area and refill the coffee machine with more water.
“Can Bill help locate these people?”  Georgia asks.
“I’ll see him tomorrow, so I’ll definitely ask.  I’ve already warned the President about all of this.  But, I don’t know if he believes me.”
“Yeah, no wonder.  Who wants to be told the world as we know it is ending?”  Ryan says and stops, staring out the window at the traffic along Lakeshore Drive.
“That’s why we have to do it.  We’ve seen some crazy shit in the last few years, and I’ve seen far worse.  But those people,” I say and point out the window.  “They won’t understand.”
Everyone joins us at the window, and we stand shoulder to shoulder, looking out at a world full of life.  An image flashes in my mind.  A red firetruck juts out from an office building, several stories up, and the street is cracked.  Tall grass and bushes grow in abundance.  I hear cruel laughter.
I blink, and look down at a young couple who are jogging along the footpath near the beach.
“What did the President say?”  Stuart asks.
“He said that he would call me.”
“But they didn’t give you a cell phone?”  Ryan asks.
“No.  I just have that one.”  I say, pointing to the white telephone on the shelf.
I notice the light flashing on the fax machine, so I head over and press the button.
Another friendly message from my biggest fan.
This is unacceptable.  Where are you?
Call me immediately.
D.W.
Another sheet glides out from the top.
Can you pop by the White House tomorrow?
I’m looking forward to that chat.
Michael.
I drop the sheets into the waste paper basket then hover over to the white telephone.
May as well get this over with.
“How may I direct your call?”  A man’s voice asks.
“Donald Winters, please.  The Secretary of Defense.”  I ask, raising a few eyebrows from Ryan and Pamela.
“Your name, please?”
“Tell him, it’s Cosmic Girl.”
“One moment.”  Then the line goes silent.
“Well?”  I recognize the voice, but this time it’s icy cold.
“I had an errand that I needed to run for the President.”  I say, and grimace.
“Of that, I have heard.  Colonel King speaks very highly of you.  Be that as it may.  I am still awaiting delivery of the meteorites, as promised.”
“Yeah, about that…”
“Where are they?”
“They’re safe.  Isn’t that the important thing?  Devlin, or anyone else, can’t use them anymore.”
“Safe?”
“Very,” I assure him.  “But, do you remember the guy who was looking for Devlin?   The Dubai Devil, I think Bill called him.  If we get hold of him, then we make absolutely sure that he doesn’t find Devlin.”  I say, crossing my fingers.  “That was the mission that I agreed to, Mr. Secretary of Defense.”  I add, taking shallow breaths.
“I’ll see what we have on him.”  Then the call is disconnected.  I put down the phone gently and step back.
“That sounded intense.”  Ryan says, and I look at him, before relaxing at the sight of his weird hair.
“Who’s hungry?”  Georgia asks as she saunters into the kitchen area.
I float to the couch and sit down, opening the journal.
“Georgia said that Dr. Orlov first worked for Chimera in September 2015, in Munich.”  I say to Mitchell as he strides over to the window.
I read a page which shows the emblem of Chimera, then I show Mitchell the page.
“We need to find this insignia.  If we find it, we find Chimera.”  I tell Mitchell.
“Munich?”  Mitchell asks.
“Munich.”  I nod.
“What about the project that Dr. Orlov was working on previously?  Project Genesys?”  Stuart asks as he strolls over and sits down.
“Other than the name, we have nothing to go on.”  I say, and close the journal and put it down next to me.
“What about this Dr. Ho?  He seems to be the guy in charge.”  Stuart says.
“I’m more interested in the dark man.  I’ve seen him before.”  I say.
“Where?”  Mitchell asks.
“Here,” I answer and lean back into the couch and close my eyes.  “He was there the night Devlin killed Beth, and I also saw him briefly, when we were outside Bloomingdale’s.”
“You think he was stalking you?” Stuart asks and I open my eyes and take a deep trembling breath.
I shake my head.  “I don’t know.”
“He probably left after you disappeared.  But you told us that this Dubai Devil was hunting for Devlin?”  Ryan says from behind me.
“That’s what they told me.  They thought he might want Devlin to create super powered terrorists.”  I say.
“I’m glad you got the meteorites from him.”  Mitchell says.
“Do we know if those are all of them?” Ryan asks, and I turn in my seat and look up at him.  “It’s just that this Devlin sounds like a complete douchebag.  Why would he give up everything?”  He adds as I frown.
“He’s got a point.” Mitchell says, and I turn back, feeling nauseous.
“How many experiments was he doing, before you caught him?”  Ryan asks.
I think back to our first meeting, and an image of the secret basement flashes in my mind.  There were rows of computer monitors.  How many?
“Over a dozen, I reckon.”  Mitchell says.
“And how many meteorites at each site?”  Pamela asks from behind me.
“Impossible to say.  I only saw the two they used on me.”  I say.
“It’s possible that they may have had as many as ten at each site.”  Mitchell says.
“Then there could be at least a hundred.”  Stuart says and stands up.
“How many were in those cases?”  Pamela asks.
I get up and walk to the window, staring out at the city as I try and think.
“No more than thirty, I think.”  I reply.
“Then he must have more, stashed away somewhere.”  Stuart says.
“If he had some in China, where would he keep the rest?”  I ask, and turn to look at my friends.
“Where hasn’t he been?”  Ryan says with a shrug.  “That dick’s been busy.”
“Why was he in Nigeria?”  Stuart asks as he watches me curiously.
“I’m not sure.  He killed a local warlord.”  I reply.
“But why would he do something like that?  What’s in it for him?”  Stuart asks.
“I don’t understand.”  I say.
“From what we know, Devlin only does something if it benefits himself.  So, what does he have to gain from killing some creep in Nigeria?”  Stuart says.
“I don’t know.” I reply, and try and think about the report that I saw.  “I read that this warlord was causing problems for some oil companies.”  I say.
“But, why would Devlin care about that?”  Ryan asks.
“There’s a lot of money in oil.”  Pamela says.
“Wasn’t Devlin’s family oil barons?”  Mitchell asks.
Stuart nods.  “But they cut him off, after he was arrested.  I heard they sold all of his properties.”
“I wonder?”  I mutter as I walk over to the laptop in the corner.  I type in my username and password, then when the black and green screen comes up, I type: Saint Petroleum, and press enter.
Several screens pop up showing details about the company’s history and the people who run it.  I notice a photo of the CEO, and recognize the man immediately.
“I met this guy.”  I say, pointing to the picture of Marcus Saint, the CEO of Saint Petroleum.
Mitchell strolls over and peers over my shoulder.
“Where?”  Mitchell asks.
“Nigeria.  In fact, it was just before Devlin….” I trail off as the truth hits me.  “That son of a bitch.”  I blurt out as I glare at his photo.
“What is it?”  Stuart and Pamela ask, and I see their reflection in the laptop screen as they stand behind me.
“I bet he told Devlin where I was staying.  He set me up.  That’s how Devlin found me so easily.”  I say.
“Hey, if he knows Devlin, then maybe we should pay this twerp a visit?”  Ryan suggests.
I get up and float away, while Stuart takes my seat and reads the rest of the information.
I ball my hands in to fists.
No wonder he was so eager to recommend that hotel.  But why is he working with Devlin?  Can I prove it?
“We need to tread carefully, guys.” I hear Stuart say.  “According to this, Saint Petroleum is 100% legit.  Nothing shady going on.”  Stuart adds, then I turn and look at him, and try to relax.
“Then why would he set Devlin on me?”  I sneer.
“What did you talk about?”  Pamela asks.
“I only asked if he’d seen Devlin, and questioned why Devlin was in Nigeria.” I say, after some thought.
“Do you think he paid Devlin to kill that warlord?”  Ryan asks and looks around at everyone, while Georgia is busy making sandwiches in the kitchen.
“I wouldn’t be surprised.  He clearly didn’t want me digging into it.”  I say and frown.
“So, where does this Marcus Saint live?”  Ryan asks Stuart, as he peers over his shoulder at the laptop.
“He has a number of properties.  The one closest to Nigeria, is actually on an island off the coast of Cameroon.  Also, and you might find this interesting, he has a home near Beijing.”  Stuart reads out.
“China?”  I ask and float back and forth as I open and clench my fists.
“This can’t be just a coincidence.  They’re working together.”  Mitchell says, then strides over to me.
I turn and look into his troubled brown eyes.
“Where else does he have properties?”  I ask Stuart, while Mitchell takes my hand and leads me toward the white phone.
“Marcus is a civilian, Britney.  We can’t just go busting down his door.  You know that, right?”  Mitchell says quietly as he looks deep into my eyes.
I nod my head.
“We need to try and catch them admitting that they’re in cahoots, somehow.”  I say.
“Food’s ready.” Georgia calls out from the kitchen.
“I’m gonna need that costume Bill promised.”  I say as I float toward the kitchen area.
 
 



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
“Whoa.  Talk about Déjà vu.”  I say as I descend through a clear blue sky, down toward the fenced in area outside the Area 51 hangar.
I look down as three army jeeps emerge from the open hangar.  Each one has a soldier in the back standing behind a heavy machine gun.  I hold up my hands as I drop to the dusty sunbaked ground.
“Ah, there you are.”  I hear a familiar voice drift over from the hangar entrance.
As the jeeps skid to a stop several feet from me, they look back toward the hangar, as quick footsteps head our way.
“At ease, men.  She’s a friend.”  Bill calls out as he marches over, wearing tan pants and a white shirt, with the sleeves rolled up, exposing his hairy forearms.
“Hey, Bill.”  I greet him as he gets closer.
The men in the jeep relax, and watch me intently as I hover over the dirt toward Bill.
“I’m ready for that fitting.”  I say with a smile, as I pass one of the army jeeps.
He stops and gestures to the hangar.
“Welcome back.” Bill says, turns on his heel and starts walking back to the hangar, taking long strides.
“Did you find anything interesting?”  I whisper up at him, once we’re out of earshot of the jeeps.
“A brick wall.”  Bill says, looking down at me.
He laughs at my dumb expression.
“I did find one thing that was interesting, though.”  He says, and looks around warily as we walk.
“Yes?”
“Fifty million dollars was set aside last month.  All I could find, was that it’s for some research facility in Willow.”
“Willow?  Where the hell is that?”  I ask, as we enter through the open door into the shadowy cavernous hangar.
“Alaska.  I had to look it up.  Not exactly a location I would have picked for a research facility.”  Bill says, and he salutes a soldier who is guarding the entrance.
“Any idea what this facility is going to be researching?” I ask, as he leads me past some gray tarp that’s covering something large and triangular.
“No.  I couldn’t find any rosters either.”
“Maybe I’ll pay Willow a visit someday.”  I say.
Bill walks by a young scientist with short blonde hair, who is wearing a long lab coat and sucking on a lollypop.  He pushes his wire-framed glasses back up his nose as he stoops to look at a metallic cube.
“Hi, Julian.”  I say casually as I pass by, causing Bill and Julian to look at me in bewilderment.
“You’ve met before?”  Bill asks as he looks down at me.
“In the future.”  I tell him, then he turns and starts walking toward a large red door that has a single white dot in the center of a white ring.
A soldier in brown military fatigues stands near the red door.  At a signal from Bill, the soldier turns and punches a code into a number pad near the door.  There’s a beep, then a metallic clunk. The soldier begins pulling the door open, and we stop and watch as the round slab of thick metal swings slowly open.
“You really went there, huh?”  Bill says, then steps over the threshold on to deep red carpet.
“Not out of choice.”  I remind him as I follow him down the black corridor, tracing my finger along the white line.
“It’s just….time travel….well….it’s kind of hard to get my head around.”  Bill says, then smirks when he sees my expression.
“But my glowing blue eyes, that’s fine, is it?”  I ask.
“Actually, no.  They’re kind of creepy.  No offence.” Bill says, then looks down at me.  “It’s just….it’s hard to know what you’re thinking.  All I see is the bright blue light.”  He blinks and looks away.
“Is there anything you can do about them?”  I ask, then he turns a corner and we start walking by some closed doors.
“I doubt it.” Then a smile spreads across his face, and he stops near a plain black door.  “But, maybe we can help dress up the rest.”  He pushes the door open, and waves me inside.
I step into a long rectangular room, where a gaunt looking tall man in a black suit and sunglasses stands near a black metal bench, where various weapons lie in neat rows.  The thin looking man watches emotionlessly as we approach the black bench, then tips his black trilby at Bill.
“Thanotosius.”  Bill says to the tall man, who steps to one side, gesturing toward something white in the middle of the room, thirty feet away.
When Bill steps closer to the bench, the man towers over him by at least two feet.  I float to the bench and look up at the tall man in black.  He remains poised, pointing to the center of the room.  I look to where he’s pointing, and start clapping my hands in excitement.
“Yay, my new costume.”
“Hang fire, kiddo.  We’re going to get a demonstration.” Bill says, placing a hand on my shoulder, and pulling me gently away from the bench.  “If you wouldn’t mind?”  Bill says to the tall man, gesturing at the shimmering white costume that a silver mannequin is wearing, strapped to a steel rod.
The tall man reaches down for a minigun, lifts it with one hand and points it at the white costumed mannequin.  With one squeeze, a thousand bullets rip into the suit.  I stare in awe as the bullets hit, then stick to the suit fabric, like flies to flypaper.  The tall man releases the trigger, and as the rotating barrel clicks to a stop, Bill and I watch as the bullets eventually start falling to the ground.  The suit is untouched.
“Wow.”  I murmur in wonder.
“It’s a very special material.  The impact is spread over a wider area and is absorbed, which also triggers the magnetic field.  So, no more ricochets.”  Bill explains.
The tall man then picks up a long black nozzle, which is attached by a thick rubber hose to two gas cylinders.  He presses a button on the nozzle near the hand grip, and a pale blue flame sprouts from the front of the weapon.  The tall man aims at the white suit, then a huge jet of orange fire shoots out, engulfing the white suited mannequin.  I look up at the tall man as the orange flames reflect in his dark sunglasses.  His mouth is a thin line in his pale face.
The flames are extinguished after a few more seconds, and the white suit still stands untouched inside a now glowing red mannequin.
“This is so cool.” I gush.
“Ready for the last one?”  Bill says, looking up at the thin tall man in black.
The man nods, then reaches down to the black desk, and lifts a piece of black cloth.  Underneath is a shiny, glimmering type of gel.  I take a step back as the gel begins to move, undulating like an ocean, only this one looks like obsidian and has a metallic sheen to it.
“What the hell is that?”  I ask, pointing at the freaky black stuff.
“Show her.”  Bill says, and the tall man reaches down with his right arm, spreading his fingers, before plunging his hand into the undulating black mass.
The black substance engulfs the man’s hand, before crawling up his forearm.  It reaches his elbow, before he pulls his arm up.  The black substance wraps around his entire arm, from elbow to fingertips.  When it eventually stops moving, the man flexes his fingers before making a fist.  He thrusts his arm forward in a rapid motion, and the black substance moves again.  His arm changes shape before my astonished eyes.  The hand transforms into a bulbous egg shape, while long metallic spines jut out from his arm at odd angles.  An inverted cone forms at the end of his hand, which is now a black shiny egg-shape.
“What the hell is this, Bill?”  I ask and take a step back.
“It’s classified.”  Bill mutters, and I stare in horror and utter fascination as the man’s arm transforms into some kind of weapon.
A sigh escapes the thin man’s lips, then he turns to the side and aims his arm at the white suit.  A beam of black fire shoots from the weapon and licks at the white suit like a bolt of lightning.  The beam then straightens and intensifies until it resembles a high powered laser.  The mannequins head is sliced in half as the beam moves across the suit. The beam touches the floor at the base of the mannequin briefly, and the thick concrete evaporates in a cloud of dust.  The beam stops, then the tall man shakes his hand, and the weapon vanishes back into the black substance.  He peels it from his arm and hand, places it carefully on the metal dish, then covers it with the black cloth again.
“That is the freakiest thing that I have ever seen.”  I tell Bill, then take a step toward the black bench.
I just want to touch it.
As I reach for the black cloth, the tall man places his large hand on my shoulder.
“No.”  His voice is like a ghostly whisper, then he begins to point at the unharmed costume.
“Come on.”  Bill says and starts walking toward the middle of the room.
I step back from the tall man, then turn and walk around the black bench.  I float over to the mannequin, where Bill stands, touching the suit experimentally. I hear him unzip it, as I touch the fabric.  It doesn’t feel like I thought it would.  It’s smooth like silk, yet it feels hard, but also gives when I press it.  The texture reminds me of warm marble.  As I move around it, the suit shimmers, changing color, like white Mother of Pearl.
Bill starts to peel the shimmering white suit from the blackened mutilated mannequin, and I hear him grunt and groan.
“Umm, could you give me a hand here?”  Bill asks over the mannequins left shoulder, as he catches his breath.
“Wuss.”  I joke, then step around and start to remove the garment from the mannequin.  I remove the white pearlescent gloves first, before moving on to the main costume.
As I peel the costume down the legs, crouching as I go, the mannequin falls apart, tumbling around me.  I pull the white boots off and remove the silver calves and feet from the suit and shake off the dust and debris, then set them down as I stand up.  I hold the main costume up to my neck and look down at it.
“You want to try it on?” Bill asks, and I look at him with my duh! expression.  “Take your time.”  He says, turning around, facing the wall.
I remove my red Nikes, purple sweater and jeans, then climb into the shimmering white costume.  I zip it up at the front, then pull on the boots and gloves.  It only takes me a few nanoseconds, then I tap Bill on the shoulder.
“Looking good.”  Bill says approvingly, then holds out a white eye mask that has a thick wide band that wraps around my head.
I take it and slip it over my head, adjusting my hair, until I can see out of the eye holes.
“This has a built-in radio,” He says pointing at my suit.  “The transmitter is on your left wrist,” He points to the underside of my left wrist.  I rotate my arm and notice four small holes.  “The receiver is in your face mask.  So we can keep in touch at all times.” He points to either side of my mask where it wraps around my head, just above my ears.
“Why white?”  I ask as I look down, running my gloved-hands down my body, enjoying the silky feel of the fabric.
“This material only comes in one color.”  Bill replies and steps back, taking me in with his bemused steel-gray eyes.
“What is this material?”  I ask, flexing my fingers and twisting at the waist.
“That’s classified.”  He replies bluntly, then inserts a small peanut-shaped device into his right ear.  He lifts his right wrist up to his face as he steps away.
“Can you hear me?”  I hear his voice come through from tiny speakers in my eye mask.
I lift my left wrist.
“Loud and clear.”  I speak into the four tiny holes.
He smiles then turns and starts striding toward the exit.  As I turn and follow him, I realize that the tall man has already left.
When did he leave?
The boots feel wonderful.  Good support around my ankles, and so cushiony I feel like I’m walking on air.
As we head back up the black corridor, I catch up with Bill, as something comes to my mind.
“Umm, how do I clean it?  I mean, is it stain resistant?”  I ask, and Bill chuckles as he looks down at me.
“Don’t worry, kiddo.  You’ll never have to wash it.”
“Promise?”
“I guarantee it.”
“Thank god.”  I sigh in relief.  “Bill?”  I ask.
“Yes?”
“Who was that…..man?”
“A friend.  Now, what’s your next move?  Where is Devlin?”  Bill replies.
“We’re working on it.”
“We?”
“My friends and I.”
“So, you found them.  Good.  I’m sorry that I couldn’t help you with that.  I had my orders.”
“I understand.”
“Do you have a plan?”
“Kind of.  What do you know about Marcus Saint, of Saint Petroleum?”
Bill stops and looks down at me with a frown.
“Saint Petroleum?  Why?”
“I think Mr. Saint and Devlin are in cahoots with one another.”
“Why would Devlin help Mr. Saint?”  Bill asks as he leans against the black wall with the white stripe.
I hold up my thumb and index finger, rubbing them together.
“Money.  Why else?  That warlord was causing problems for all of the petroleum companies in that area.  Saint Petroleum was one of them.”  I tell him.
“Saint Petroleum is the largest oil distributor in Nigeria at the moment, next to De Marco Petroleum in the north.”
“His family’s company is in Nigeria?”  I ask.
“One of the many places where they have a pipeline.  I hear that a group of militia is forming in Benjamin Soyinka’s absence.”  Bill says, then steps away from the wall and wraps on the round red door.
“That’s what Mr. Saint told me.”
“What he didn’t tell you, is that these men are continuing General Soyinka’s reign of terror toward oil distribution, with one exception.”  Bill says as the door slowly swings open.
“Let me guess.  Saint Petroleum and De Marco Petroleum are left alone?”  I say.
“Nope.  Just Saint Petroleum.” Bill says, looking back at me before walking through the now opened steel door.  “Strange, isn’t it?”
“Mr. Saint has offices and a property in Beijing.  Guess where I found some of Devlin’s meteorites?”  I tell Bill as I follow him into the main hangar.
I see Bill nod his head as he listens.
“Okay.  I’ll contact my men in the field.  See if we can tap Mr. Saint’s phones.  Then we’ll see what he’s up to.”
“Sounds like a plan.”
“In the meantime, I want you to focus on getting the rest of the meteorites, and taking care of Devlin.”
“Bill, I’m not a killer.”  I remind him.
“But he is.” Bill stops and turns, looking down at me.  “We have tried everything on this guy, and I mean everything.  You are the only one who can stop this guy.”
“How?  No prison can hold him?”
“That’s why you have got to finish him, when you get the chance.  Find the meteorites, then you kill him.  Understand?”
“Bill, you can’t ask me to do this.”
“I’m not asking you, Britney.  These orders come from the highest authority.”
“I’m not a soldier.  I can’t kill a man.”
“Devlin’s not a man.”  Bill grunts.  “And his thugs you took care of were not playing around either.”
“Where are they?  What did you do with them?”  I ask, curious to learn what happened to them.
“Kurt Kaplan, Troy Blueman and Johnny Kessler are sleeping it off, curtesy of Uncle Sam, at Guantanamo Bay.”  Bill says, then shakes his head.  “I pray to god they never wake up again.”
“How are you holding them?”  I ask as we walk.
“We’re keeping them in an induced coma, until we can figure out how to take their powers away.”  Bill says, shaking his head.
“Would you take my powers away?”  I ask, and he turns and looks at me.
“It’s not up to me kiddo.”  He says then turns and continues walking through the cavernous hangar.
I rise up and float slowly after him, thinking about what he said.
Do I really want Devlin’s death on my conscience?
He did murder Beth.  Damn.  Hell, he even bragged about it.
I feel blood rushing to my face, and I clench my fists as I hover through the hangar, two feet from the ground.
 
 



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
“Whoa.  They actually asked you to kill him?”  Mitchell asks next to me, as I sit on the roof, dangling my legs over the edge.
“The order came from the President.”  I grumble.
“Damn.”  Mitchell mutters, and I feel his hand on mine.
“Oh, Mitchell, what do I do?”
“I…..I don’t know.”
“If I do this……how can I look my dad in the face again?”
“I’ll do it.”  He says, his voice cold and hard.
“No, Mitchell.  I don’t want this.”  I plead and grip his muscular arm.
“They’re right, Britney.  He’s too dangerous.  We can’t let him just fly around, doing whatever he wants, wherever he wants.”
“Mitchell, he almost killed you last time.  No.  There must be another way.”
We sit there, staring out over the placid blue lake for a few minutes in silence.
“As dangerous as he is, we need to deal with a greater threat.”  I say as I look up at the sky.
“Chimera?”
I nod my head.  “We need to find this Dubai Devil.  He seems to be instrumental in all of this.  First he wanted Devlin, then he decides to create his own mutated super soldier.”
“They must have gotten their hands on the meteorites, right?”  Mitchell asks.
“But do they already have them yet, or can we beat them to the punch?”  I ask, looking down at folks jogging along the footpath that runs parallel to Lake Shore Drive.
“We need to find the other meteorites, which means finding Devlin.”  Mitchell says, then stands up.
I float up into a standing position, then turn and follow him toward the roof access.
 
Stuart sits at my laptop in his pale blue Volt costume, with the white lightning bolt on his torso.  Pamela stands near the window in her dark green Hustle costume, complete with her black eye mask, with black lace hanging down to her chin.  Georgia is sitting on the breakfast bar, eating a peanut butter sandwich.  Mitchell emerges from the washroom in his black and red motorcycle outfit, still slipping his Stars and Stripes bandanna over his head.  He adjusts it so that he can see out of the eye holes, then pulls on some black leather gloves.  Ryan stands near Pamela in his special black Blaze costume, with his black hood thrown back, exposing his weird new haircut.
“Ready?”  I ask, standing near the metal door in my new shimmering white costume.
Georgia hops down, and Stuart turns, before closing the laptop and walking toward the others.  Ryan pulls the black hood over his head, until the eye holes show his brown eyes.  As they all stand in my living room in their costumes, a big grin spreads across my face.
“Who has a cell phone?”  I ask.
Pamela steps forward and hands me her iPhone.  I switch to camera and hold the phone up horizontally.
“Okay, move closer.”  I tell them, then give them the thumbs up.
I make sure the flash is set, then I take a breath.  I press the button, then as quick as thought, I zoom toward my friends, and stop next to Mitchell in a nanosecond.  The flash goes off, then I zoom over to catch the falling phone.  I check the image and grin, before handing it back to Pamela.
“I want you all to know, that I don’t see you as friends.  No.  You are all so much more.” I tell them.  “You, are my family.”
Georgia rushes forward and wraps her arms around me.  Stuart smiles sadly at me, while Mitchell takes my hand.
“We won’t be separated again.”  Mitchell rumbles in his deep voice.
“Volt.” I say, addressing Stuart as Georgia steps back.  “Where are the most likely locations, where Devlin might be hiding?”
“According to Blane Dangerfield’s biography on Marcus Saint, he owns twenty-six properties around the globe.  Two in China, two in India, three here in the United States, one in Mexico, one in South America, two in Scotland, four in France, one in Germany, two in South Africa, one in Nigeria, three in Russia and four in Australia.”  Stuart states, reading from a printout.
“Damn.”  Ryan complains.
“I’ll take Australia.”  I say and step toward Stuart.  He hands me a sheet of paper with four addresses on it.
“I’ll handle Scotland, France and Germany.”  Pamela says, holding out her hand.
“I’ll take India, Nigeria and South Africa.”  Ryan says.
“Make sure you don’t start a war, okay?”  I warn Ryan, as he takes three sheets of paper from Stuart.
He grins over his shoulder at me.
“I guess I’ll take the ones here, along with Mexico and South America.”  Georgia says.
“I’ll handle the ones in Russia.”  Mitchell says.
“That leaves China for me.”  Stuart says, holding the last two sheets of paper.
“If you see Devlin, hide.  Don’t let him see you.  We all meet back here in twenty-four hours.”  I tell them, and they all nod in agreement.
“Good luck.”  Pamela says, then she vanishes with a faint pop in a burst of dark light.
I smile, then open the metal door and race to the roof.
I shake their hands one at a time, then I launch into the afternoon air and head west.
When I ascend to several thousand feet above the clouds, I thrust my arms forward and accelerate.  The clouds blur by below as I rocket through the azure blue sky.  When I look down and see the shimmering dark ocean, it starts to grow darker.  As the light fades, I switch to night vision and look ahead as I soar through the deepening purple sky.  I bank to my left and make a slow turn towards the south west.  
After a few seconds, I look over to my right and see the dark islands of Hawaii five hundred miles away.  I straighten up and aim for the waning crescent moon, which hangs low over the horizon.   
I spy some small islands up ahead after a few more seconds, then a huge land mass appears on the dark horizon.  The faint stars above twinkle dully as I begin to slow down.  I switch to normal vision and look around.
As I get closer, I can’t help but glide to a stop and gaze down at the deep blue water.  I look over my shoulder and see the first glimmer of sunshine on the horizon.  I reach into my right boot and pull out the sheet of paper with the addresses on.
The closest property is just north of Brisbane, on the Sunshine Coast.  I hold the sheet of paper as I fly toward the land up ahead.  I pass over a thin looking island and aim for a harbor around three miles away.  Everything is quiet as I glide down to the town beyond the harbor.  I locate a large shopping mall near a gas station, and head toward it.  The crescent moon is hidden from view behind some clouds when I land gently on the sidewalk outside the mall.  I hear a strange bird squawk, and I step into the road to get a good look at the place while I search for some information on where I am.  I switch to night vision and peer through the glass door of the mall, but all I see are store signs.  I float over to the parking lot and notice a tall sign facing the street.  I quickly fly over and check the sign.
“Gladstone.”  I read aloud, while brushing a stray strand of white hair from my face with my left hand.
“Gladstone?”  I hear a voice say, making me turn around quickly.
“Huh?”  I mutter while looking around, before I realize the voice belongs to Bill, and it’s coming from the radio in my eye mask.
“Why are you in Australia, kiddo?”
“I’m looking for you-know-who.  Where’s Brisbane from here?”
“It’s south of your current position.”  Bill tells me.
 “Thanks.”  I say, then turn around and lift off from the parking lot.
“Out of curiosity, where in Brisbane are you headed?”  Bill asks through the radio, while I shoot up to ten thousand feet.
I check the printout of Marcus Saint’s properties in Australia.
“Bribie Island, near Banksia beach.” I tell him, as the sun slowly rises on my left.
There’s silence for a while as I soar through the predawn sky, following the coastline.
“You’re going after Marcus Saint, aren’t you?”  Bill asks.
“I believe he knows where Devlin is.”
“What if you’re wrong?”
“What if I’m right?”
“So, what’s the plan?  You’re just going to break in and look around?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“I can’t sanction this.  You realize that?”
“I’m not asking you to.  So, did you manage to tap his phones yet?”
“I’m still working on it.  Not everyone works as fast as you do, you know?”
“That’s a shame.”
“So what happens when you do find him again?”  Bill asks, his voice sounding edgy.
“That depends on him, I guess.”
“Britney, he’s a murderer.”
“I know, damn it!”  I take a deep breath and look down as dawns first light hits the cliffs and rocks.
“Just checking that you do remember.  This isn’t a vacation, Britney.  You have a job to do.  Get it done.”
“Would you ask your daughter to commit murder?”  I ask testily.
“You’re coming up on Bribie Island.”  Bill says quietly.  “Good luck.”  I hear him sigh, then the radio goes dead.
I soar over a dark forested area, and as I look down I start to see the headlights of some cars cutting through the gloom as they travel along some dusty roads.
The land splits into two up ahead where it forms the river mouth that winds inland.  On the left hand chunk of land, I see a marina area where lots of houses are arranged around small peculiar shaped peninsulas, and also around the edge of the land that wraps around the water.  Jetties jut out from some of the larger houses, and boats of various sizes bob up and down on the water.  I descend and check the address on the sheet of paper, and zoom in with my vision, checking house numbers and street names. 
When I locate the house I’m looking for, I switch to thermal vision as I float down above it.  I don’t detect any life forms inside, so I drop to the paved pathway outside the main living area.  The curved glass doors that is framed by white marble reflects the water and yacht behind me, and I see myself in the costume for the first time.  My glowing blue eyes make the white mother of pearl material of my eye mask look pale blue, while the rest of my costume looks like silver in the darkness.
I float to the glass doors and pull the handle gently.  I hear the lock snap, then the door slides open.  I enter and quickly close it behind me.  A red light starts to flash on the left wall, above a weird Greek-looking wall clock.  
A silent alarm.  I need to hurry.
The living area is furnished with stylish white leather couches.  There are a few photo frames sitting on some glass shelves on the wall to my right as I float through the room, which show Marcus posing with various celebrities and politicians.
I float through into the next room, switching to night vision as I go, and sweeping the room for any signs of Devlin.
I check the games room next, before moving on to an office decked out in pale wood.  A desk of polished ebony wood sits facing a huge map of the world.  I check the map, and see various colored pins sticking out.  Some are in France, and I see a few more in Russia.  I float closer and peer behind the map, and see that a wall safe is hidden behind the map.
I lift the map from the hook and set it gently on the floor, then turn my attention back to the wall safe.  I’ve only ever seen wall safes in movies, so I feel a rush of excitement as I float gently toward it.  It has a nine digit keypad, and when I feel around the edges, I find none.  This puppy is recessed.
Oh, well.  So much for subtlety.
I press my fingertips into the thick metal and push.  My gloved-fingers slide through the metal like a warm knife through butter.  Once they’re through, I grip and pull, yanking the door off with a very loud metallic crunch.  I remove my fingers and let the mangled door drop to the floor with a heavy thud.  Inside the rectangular alcove, are a number of boring items; a book, which looks like some kind of ledger, five large stacks of brightly colored Australian money and a small USB memory stick.  I take the memory stick and slip it into my right boot, then I check the opulent desk.  Nothing really interesting, except for a strange looking ring that I find in a secret compartment, at the back of the bottom drawer.  I hold it up and examine it as the sky gradually becomes lighter outside.  It’s a signet ring, similar to the one that Devlin wore when we first met.  
Is it Devlin’s ring, or does Marcus have a duplicate?
I slip the ring inside my left boot, before hovering into the main living area.  I head for the glass doors, and the water and yacht are now starting to gleam in the sunlight which has just risen above the rooftops.  I pull open the glass doors and take a running step before leaping up into the air, just as the first police car rolls silently to a stop on the street side of the house.  I arch my back and aim straight up as I accelerate, and the marina soon shrinks to the size of a postage stamp.
I pull the folded piece of paper from my right glove and read the next address.
Sydney, here I come.
 
It’s gone 2 a.m. by the time I stagger into my new apartment in Chicago.  I found nothing of interest in the other houses, but they were beautiful.  It’s quiet when I step into the moonlit living room.  It looks like I’m the first one back.  I remove the memory card and the ring, and place them in the drawer under the laptop.  I’m yawning loudly as I hover through to the bedroom, then I collapse on to the bed.
 
I have the strangest dream.  My dreams tend to be weird on average, but this dream is more surreal than usual.  I’m sitting at a restaurant overlooking the river Seine, in Paris.  Which is weird, because I’ve never actually been there.  I’m sitting across from some guy, who I don’t recognize, and the more I try to focus on his face, the more blurry it becomes.  I don’t know what I’m drinking, but it burns my throat like alcohol.  People’s voices sound muffled and I try to make out what they’re saying, but all I hear is, “…take your medicine, like a good little girl.”
What the hell?
As my vision in the dream becomes more blurry, I start to feel very drowsy, while my head throbs like a sore thumb.
 
When I eventually open my eyes, I almost feel like I’m still dreaming.  My head is throbbing something awful, and there’s a vile taste in my mouth.  I’m lying on my side, and my head is pounding.  Wait, no, the pounding is coming from the other room.  I push myself up and realize that I’m not in my bedroom.
“What the?”  I look down at myself, and I’m still wearing my shimmering white costume, but my gloves are missing.
I almost miss the blood on my hands, and blink and shake my head.  But the blood is still there.  Both my hands are dripping blood.  I get up, and feel a little woozy, while someone still continues to pound on the door in the other room.
“Police.  Open up!”
“Oh, shit.”  I blurt out, and spin around, and almost scream when I see the dead body lying in the bed next to me.
The bed sheets are stained red with blood, and what’s left of the man’s head is smeared all over the pillow and wall.
“Oh my god.”  I gasp, as the door is kicked in, and three armed police officers storm into the room.
 



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
I stare into space as they march me from the apartment building.
“Why did you do it?”  One of the officers asks as he holds one of my arms, pushing me ahead.
“What the hell happened?”  Another one asks, and as we pass through the corridor, people start to emerge, peering at me from their doors.
Yeah, what the hell happened?
As I hang my head in shame, I see that even my legs have splashes of blood on them.  My head is spinning.  My stomach is churning.  I’m sweating.
When we emerge from the lobby, reporters and photographers are already massing outside.  I close my eyes and let the men frog march me through the crowd toward the awaiting armored car.
“Is it true that you moonlight as a hooker?”
“Do you get off on violence?”
“We heard a rumor that you drank his blood.  Would you care to comment?”
“Cosmic Girl.  Did you know the victim?”
I keep my eyes closed, while the officers tell them to step aside, and continue to guide me forward.  When I am forced up into the transport, and I hear the doors behind me slam shut, only then do I open my eyes.  Tears sting my eyes as I look down at my blood-stained boots.
I don’t recognize the apartment building, and I have no memory of how I got there.
Who was that poor man?  Did I kill him?  Why does my head hurt?
By the time the officers start the engine, I’m trembling.
 
After an hour, which happens in a blur of voices, camera flashes, and wiping ink from my fingertips, I find myself sitting in an interview room, wrists handcuffed together, with a police officer in full riot gear armed with a shotgun, standing in the corner, regarding me with a cold gaze.  As I stare at my reflection, I notice that my eye mask is missing, along with my gloves.  As I look down at my now clean handcuffed hands, I notice something dark under my fingernails, and I start to feel queasy.
Who took them?  Who is framing me?
The only door opens, and a middle-aged man in a gray suit enters, carrying a briefcase.  He nods his head to the officer with the shotgun, then pulls the chair out and sits down opposite me.  He places his briefcase on the floor, opens it, then lays a notepad on the table, and removes a fountain pen from inside his gray suit jacket.
“You can call me Mr. Buckley.  I’m your appointed attorney, unless you can afford one of your own.”  The man says and looks at me briefly, and when I don’t respond, he opens his notepad.  “I will need privacy with my client.”  The man says, looking up at the police officer.
The officer nods, then walks to the door and leaves.
“That’s better.”  Mr. Buckley says with satisfaction.
“I didn’t do it.”  I say numbly.
“Of course you didn’t.  But, you have no alibi that’s going to work, and the victim’s blood was found all over you.  Of course, then there’s the close proximity to the victim’s corpse.”  He sighs, then folds his hands and sits back in his chair.  “So, in short, you are in quite a pickle.”
“I don’t even know who that was, and I have no idea how I got there.”  I mumble as fresh tears start to form.
“The report states that there was a strong smell of alcohol on you, and that they found two empty bottles of whiskey in the other room.”  Mr. Buckley says.
“I don’t drink.  I’m not even old enough yet.”
“Do you remember anything, before waking up this morning?”  He asks.
“No.  I fell asleep in my apartment, and…..I don’t know how…..I wake up next to a dead man…in an apartment that I have never seen before.”
He makes some notes before looking at me again.
“The identity of the man is still being looked into.  But what we do know, is that he doesn’t have a criminal record.”
I feel sick.
“I didn’t kill him.  I’m not a murderer.”
“Then, who did?”
“I don’t know.”  I say, and throw my hands up in frustration, snapping the handcuffs in the process.  I look down at the small chains dangling from my wrists.  “Oops.”
“There’s so much we don’t know about you, Cosmic Girl.”
“What do you want to know?”
“They don’t know what you are capable of.  For all they know, you got drunk and killed this man in the throes of passion.”
“I didn’t.  I’m telling you, I don’t drink.  Plus, I’ve been working closely with the President.”
“The President of the United States?”
I nod my head.  “You can ask him.”
He writes something in his notepad, then looks at me.
“Did you go somewhere, like a bar or a club?”  He asks.
“Do you see me going to a bar, looking the way I do?”  I ask.
“Do you have any enemies that might want to frame you?”  He asks.
I let out a nervous laugh at that question.
“I have lots of enemies, Mr. Buckley.”
He reaches into his suit jacket and pulls out a business card, before sliding it across the table to me.
“If you do remember anything else, please call me.”  Mr. Buckley says, then puts his notepad back into his briefcase.
“If I am found guilty, what am I looking at?”  I ask as he stands up.
“Twenty years, if we’re lucky.”  He replies calmly.
“What?”
“The police still have their investigation.  Until then, please try and think of anything that might help.”  He pats me on the shoulder before leaving.  
I grab the card.
Jonathan Buckley - Attorney At Law.
Foster & Hopkins
I slip it into my left boot, then the door opens and two armed police officers enter, dressed in full riot gear.
“Okay, let’s go.”  A man’s stern voice says from the doorway, and I stand up slowly.
“Where are you taking me?”  I ask, as I turn and see the third police officer standing in the doorway.
“Downtown.”  He replies flatly, then steps back as I walk to the door.  He steps in front and walks calmly through the precinct ahead of me, with his shotgun at the ready.
The other two officers catch up and walk either side, and with me in the middle, we walk toward the stairs, while police officers and civilians stare at me in disbelief.
The broken handcuffs clink as I walk through the lobby toward the double-doors.  A sea of reporters, armed with cameras and microphones, bustle toward us as we emerge.  I look at the cameras briefly as the lead officer orders the crowd to stand back, then I step up into the armored car and sit down.  The rear doors slam shut, and as one of the officers sits down opposite me, I close my eyes.
“What happened to you?”  The officer asks, while the engine roars to life.
I lean back and rest my head against the metal, and slowly open my eyes.  It’s gloomy, as the only windows are very small slits near the roof.  I switch to night vision so I can see him better.
“Whoa.  What are you doing?”  The officer asks, and raises his shotgun, aiming it at my chest.
“Nothing.”
“It’s just….you’re eyes pulsed bright for a second.”
I sigh as I look around.
“But seriously, what happened?  You’re gone for a few months, presumed dead, then you come back and do something like this?”
“I also helped clear over a million landmines and explosives in Afghanistan.  But, I bet no one knows about that, do they?”  I reply.
“Then why did you do it?  It just doesn’t seem like you.”
“That’s because it wasn’t me.  I’m not a killer.  Devlin De Marco is living proof of that.”
“Now that’s one creep I wouldn’t mind you killing.  He certainly deserves it.”  The officer says, surprising me, as the armored car bounces along the road.
“What happened at my school?”
“That was your school he attacked?”  He sounds shocked.
“How old do you think I am?”
“I don’t know.”  He says, and he lowers his shotgun.  “Where were you?”  He asks after a few seconds.
“Around twenty years or so into the future.”  I reply, closing my eyes again, waiting for him to laugh.
“What was it like?”  He asks quietly.
I open my eyes and look at his inquisitive face, beneath his helmet.
“It was like a nightmare.”  I tell him.
“Why?”
“You don’t wanna know.”
“Is it that bad?”
“No.  It’s worse.”
I feel like we’re going up an incline, then we straighten out again.
“We’re almost there.”  The officer says.
Oh, joy!
 
 



Chapter Eighteen
 
After a brief chat with the warden, where he explains what is expected of me, we get into a heated debate about my costume.  I think once a guard struggled to even pull down the zip, they got the message.  This costume only comes off when I take it off, and that ain’t happening.
After he gives up on me, I’m given a spork and a plastic cup, then a guard shows me to my new home.  A six by ten cell with my own toilet and sink.  It’s very clean, and I’m supposed to make sure that it stays that way.  A mop and bucket sit near the wall by the bed.
 “Inspection is at 7:30 a.m. each day.”  The guard says as he stands outside, while I enter and look around.
“Got it.”  I reply bluntly, then sit down on the hard bed.
“Close 221.”  The guard says into a radio, then there’s a buzz and the cell door slides shut and clicks into place.
I lie down on the bed and stare up at the concrete ceiling.
Man, I never thought that I would end up in someplace like this.  What the hell?
I look at the guard as he stares at me through the bars with a puzzled expression.
“It’s rude to stare.”  I say as I close my eyes.
“I just never thought that I would see one of your kind in here.”  He says, and I open my eyes.
“My kind?”  I ask.
“You know?  A freak.”
“Thanks a lot.”
“I’ve seen you punch through concrete.  What’s stopping you from busting out of here?”
“Are you suggesting that I escape?”
“Of course not.  Just wondering why you don’t.”
“Despite public opinion, I do try to behave myself most of the time.”
“Then why did you kill that guy?”
“I didn’t.”  I turn on my side, facing the wall.
I hear him turn, then his heavy footsteps as he walks away.
Why are people so quick to judge me guilty?
“Beth.”  I whisper, missing her more than I can bear.  I close my eyes, shutting out the world.  Shutting out the voices calling out to me. 
Well, I guess I need more practice.
“Hey, Cosmic Killer.  How do you like the view?”  A woman’s voice calls out from the next cell.
“I’ve got a bar of soap with your name on it, Cosmic Girl.”  A man’s voice calls out, before laughing.
“Is it true you can see through walls?  How many fingers am I holding up?”  A man asks, pounding on a wall.
“Cosmic Girl?”
“So much for being a hero, whelp.”
“Leave her alone.”
“Ha ha, I hear her crying, fellas.  Hey, cry baby, do you want a bottle?”
I rub the tears from my eyes, and press my hands over my ears.
“My, my, how the mighty have fallen?”
Beth, if only I could hear your voice again.
I hear heavy footsteps approaching.
“Pipe down!”  A guard calls out loudly as he walks past the cells.  “Pay them no heed.”  I hear him say from the bars, as I cover my head with the pillow.
He moves on, and I hear his retreating footsteps.
I try and drown out the voices, and focus on some of my newly found memories.  I can’t even describe how scary it is to not know who you are.  Those few months were terrifying.  Getting my memories back is like finding loose change down the side of the couch.  Yay!  Then you wonder what to do with it.  That’s how I feel now.  I have all of these thoughts and memories buzzing around inside my head, and it’s like I’m jumping up and trying to catch them, like butterflies, so I can focus on them one at a time, instead of all of the noise they’re making right now.
I manage to grab an old favorite, and bring it into sharp focus.  June 7th 2002, Mom and Dad took us to see Finding Nemo at the AMC theatre on Michigan Avenue, just up the road from the California Pizza Kitchen; which is where we went afterwards.  Yum.  I was five years old.  That was such a good time.  I loved the bright colors, and Dori was awesome.  Jessica laughed more than I did, which I will always remember.  I haven’t heard her laugh that much since that day.  That day was so perfect.  The memory makes me feel warm.  Mom might be gone, and I’m in the last place I thought I would ever be, but no one can take away that happy day from me.  No one.
Another precious moment whizzes by my mind’s eye, although this one also makes me sad as well.  I focus in on it.  12th April 2003.  I had come out of the coma following the accident, which claimed the life of my mom, only a month prior to this.  It’s the hardest thing to understand when you’re six years old, that you will never walk again.  I was still trying to wrap my head around Mom being gone.  Where was she?  When will she be back?  My dad took my questions beautifully, but I realize now that it must have been like I was smashing his heart with a hammer with every question.  When everything seemed to be falling apart around him, my dad did something amazing.  He used the time off from work to grieve, to build something for me.  It took him a month, and cost him lots of blisters, cuts and grazes, but once it was done, I stared in awe at what he had done for me.  My own elevator, to the rear of the house, next to the rear door in the kitchen.  At that moment, I don’t think I could have loved him anymore, even if I tried.  Even now, I feel the love for him welling up inside.
Life is so different now.  Things get very complicated very quickly when you start fighting crime.  I thought that if I wore a mask that my family and friends would be safe.  But Devlin De Marco knows who I am now.  As long as he is still breathing, my family will never be safe.
I mentally slap myself.  I had him and let him go.  
“Stupid, Britney.”  I mumble into the pillow.
I hate to think what he’s up to now. What puzzles me though is, why is he working with Marcus Saint?  That’s a strange partnership, plus Devlin’s last business partnership did not end well.  Does Marcus Saint know about that?  I wonder.
When it’s time for the evening meal, I reluctantly get up.  I take my spork and plastic cup with me and fall in line with the other guests in this concrete hotel.  When they stare at me, I stare right back at them with my freaky glowing eyes.  After dealing with Devlin and those blue giant freaks, I realize that these clowns don’t actually register on my Threat-O-Meter anymore.  As certain Neanderthals give me the finger or other pleasant gestures, I just smile back and wave.
“See you in the showers, Cosmic Girl.”  One angry-looking woman calls out to me, while others around her grin.
“I look forward to it, stupid.”  I reply with a smile.
Actually, I could really do with a shower.  I’m not sure how long I’ve been in this new costume, but I’m betting it’s not healthy.
Man, how the hell do I get out of this mess?  I’m innocent, but who’s going to believe me in here.
I didn’t do it.  Honest warden.  I bet they hear it all the time.  The real power lies with the courts and judges.  Can I appeal?
I get to the food counter and pick up a tray.  The guy slides a white portioned tray of food toward me, before giving me a weird look, like ‘what the hell are you doing in here?’
“Thanks.”  I smile at him, then put the food on my tray.
He looks blankly at me for a second, then pours some orange juice into my plastic cup as I hold it out to him.
I look around for an empty table, but no such luck.  I pick a table where two women sit, as they look nice and calm.
“Hi.”  I greet them as I sit down next to a woman with short black hair.
“Aww, man, do you gotta sit with us?”  She grumbles.
The woman with shoulder-length blonde hair, who sits opposite looks up from her tray, looks at me for a second, then carries on eating.
“Hey, it’s not like we’re engaged or anything.  We’re just eating, right?”  I reply and try and press my spork into the mashed potatoes, but then it snaps in two.
The black-haired woman smirks next to me.  I shrug and use my fingers instead.  The blonde-haired woman stops eating and watches me for a few seconds.
“It really is you, isn’t it?”  She asks, regarding me with an amused expression.
“Cosmic Girl, in the flesh.”  I say, then pick up a rather pathetic looking sausage.  “Really?”  I ask, waving the sausage, making it flop this way and that.
They both laugh, and I take the opportunity to glare at one of the Neanderthals.  He catches me looking at him, and I bite viscously into the sausage.  He frowns and turns back to his meal.
“What the hell are you doing in here?  You’re not doing the whole Bruce Wayne thing, are you?”  The blonde-haired woman asks, making me turn my attention back to our table as I chew the awful meat.
“It wasn’t my choice.  Someone’s framing me.”  I reply after I swallow, then I drink some orange juice to help wash it down.
“Whoever it is, they seem to have done a first class job, seeing as you’re in here, and not out there.”  The woman replies.
“What’s with the new angelic look, anyhow?  What happened to the purple?”  The black-haired woman asks next to me.
“Don’t you like it?”  I ask, sweeping some white hair behind my right ear.
She shrugs and bites into her sausage, before spitting it back out.  
“Damn, that’s some offensive shit.”  She complains then spoons some mashed potato into her mouth.
I finish my sausage while she looks at me in disgust.
Hey, I’m hungry.
“So, what….”  I begin to say, then I notice something out of the corner of my eye.  A glint of metal poking from an inmate’s sleeve, as the scrawny looking individual walks casually to one of the tables.  A stocky man sits with his back to the man.
Uh, oh.
As the sliver of metal slides further from the sleeve, I respond.  I push my chair back and rise up from the concrete floor, then fly at the assailant as he brings his left arm back.  As I grab him by the back of the neck and lift him from the ground, guards start yelling and running at us.
The men at the table get up and scatter, and look up at me as I hover with the inmate dangling in the air.
“Drop him and back away.”  A guard shouts at me.
I drop to the concrete and grab the inmates left forearm.
“Look!”  I tell them and raise the man’s arm, showing them the metal shiv.  I let go of the inmate and shove him toward them.
“Down on the ground, now.  Hands behind your back.”  Another guard calls out, pointing at me.
I face them with my hands on my hips.
“Not gonna happen.”  I tell them.
One of the guards steps forward hesitantly and tries to pull my left wrist away from my hip.
Nice try.
He gives up after a few seconds, as the inmates behind me start to clap.
His radio beeps, and then he holds his finger to his right ear, leaning his head to the side slightly.
“Warden’s office, now.”  The guard who tried to grab me says after a few seconds, then steps back.
I roll my eyes, then follow the guard as he walks away.  Two guards cuff the other inmate and man-handle him out of the room through heavy steel doors, while I follow the guard through another steel door at the other end of the canteen.  The door slams shut with a heavy clunk, then I hear the bolts snap into place.  We pass a guard station where two guards stand, drinking what smells like coffee.  The guard stops near some steel steps and points up.  I rise up from the ground and hover up the steps, landing at the next level, then I wait for the guard.
He frowns at me as he reaches me, then he walks by and stops near another flight of steps.  I hover up and wait for him.
We go up three more levels, then he stops outside a heavy steel door and waves through the Plexiglas window.  The door buzzes open and an armed guard stands outside, and takes a step back when he sees me.
“I’m taking her to the Warden.”  The guard explains.
The guard nods, but his right hand stays near his sidearm as he closes the door behind us.
“Go on.”  The armed guard says, then steps to the side of the door and stands to attention.
I follow the guard down a narrow plain white corridor.  I pass by some small narrow windows covered in wire mesh that look in on the prison area.  Bright fluorescent tubes light the way overhead, and we cast harsh shadows on the ground as we walk toward another steel door.
The guard bangs on the Plexiglas with his baton, and it soon opens.  The next corridor is very different.  There’s a deep blue carpet, and the door at the end of this corridor is a bronzed oak.  The guard knocks gently on the door and waits.
“Come in, Brian.”  I recognize the Warden’s voice.
The guard opens the door for me, and I head inside.  He closes the door behind us as he enters.  I stand and wait in front of the Warden’s oak desk, while he sits with his back to us reading something in a brown folder.
“Cosmic Girl, sir.”  Brian the guard says in an apologetic tone.
“Causing trouble already, are we?”  The Warden says while he reads.
“Preventing trouble, you mean?”  I reply.
“Dealing with troublemakers is not your job.”  The Warden replies stiffly.
“It’s a hard habit to break.”  I say, and he turns his head and looks up at me with cold eyes.
“Do you really think you actually help people?”  He asks.
“Yes.”
“Is that why you’re in here?  Help someone did you?”
“I didn’t kill that man.  I don’t know who did.”  I reply testily.
“Not a great deal of evidence to back up your claim, is there?”
I glare at him and keep my mouth shut, but I can think of a few choice words right now.
“While you are a guest here, you will abide by the rules, Cosmic Girl, or you will find this a very unpleasant place.”
He turns to his computer screen as he closes the file and places it on his desk.
“I’m certain that my men would have dealt with the situation in a satisfactory manner.  Your efforts were not required.  In the future, you will refrain from….”  He trails off as he stares at his computer screen, which I can’t see from where I’m standing with clenched fists.
“Code Black.  South-east corner.  Twenty-third floor.  Armed units, please respond.”  The Warden shouts into a radio.
 
 



Chapter Nineteen
 
 
“They have no effect, sir.”  
“We have men down.”
“Man down, man down.  Request back-up.”
“Oh my go…..arrghhh!”
The radio hiss coming from the Warden’s radio fills me with dread. 
“What the hell is going on?”  I demand and walk to the desk and turn the computer screen.
As soon as I see the man, I understand.
“Devlin.”  I grunt.
“You know him?”  Brian, the guard asks as he looks over my shoulder.
“I think he’s here for me.”  I say then step back.  “If I don’t go to him, he’ll kill everyone in here.”  I rise up and float to the bronzed oak door.
“Stop flying, damn it.”  The Warden shouts at me, as I open the door.
I fly along the corridor and find the armed guard calling frantically into his radio.
“Open the door!”  I yell as I approach.
“Why are you on..”
“Oh, shut up.”  I snap, and dig my fingers into the steel door and rip it from the wall.
I fly into the next hallway and haul ass to the other door.
Rip.  Clunk.
I fly into the main prison and hover above the guard rail as I look down.  I see Devlin’s red form blur two floors below, followed by a scream.  I plunge down to the steel walkway and turn.
“Devlin!”  I shout.
I see him a few hundred yards away turn and look back over his blood-stained shoulder.  His mouth curls up into a grin, then he blurs as he races at me.  I launch myself at him as fast as I can and ball my hands into fists.  My heart thunders in my ears as his blurred face gets closer.  I duck under his right swing and drive my elbow into his ribs with all of my might.  The wind goes out of him and he rockets back, smashing through concrete and steel, while I glide to a stop and catch my breath.
I see his dark silhouette step through the cloud of dust, through a gaping hole in a dozen concrete walls, his eyes blazing red.
“Would you care to step outside, Devlin?”  I shout, then turn and fly through the concrete wall, out into a darkening sky.
I rotate in the air and fly backwards with my fists at the ready, and hover above a smaller building.  The smell of fried chicken floats up to me, making my mouth water.  With an explosion of concrete, and the clang of steel, Devlin emerges from the prison.  He glides to a stop and shakes debris from his hair, and wipes dust from his face.
“What’s the matter, did you miss me?”  I yell at him.
“I had to see for myself.”  He shouts back, as he hovers a hundred feet away.  “The great Cosmic Girl, accused of murder.”  He bursts into laughter.  “How delicious.”
“Unlike you, I’m actually innocent.”  I fire back.
“Who cares?”  He says, waving his blood-stained hand dismissively.  “You won’t make it to your trial.”  He growls, then launches himself at me with hands outstretched.
I wait.
When he’s inches away, I super speed to my left and bring my right leg up, kicking him in the face with my shin.  I put my whole body into the kick and spin in the air, while he flies back toward the prison.  I fly away to give myself more space, and then I realize that the prison looks almost exactly like Azkaban prison from Harry Potter.
What the?
“Aarghh!”  I hear Devlin’s roar a split second before the boom.
I will myself up, but his left shoulder hits me in the stomach.  My breath is knocked from me, and I find myself curled over his shoulder, while he pummels my ribs and hips with his fists.  I scream when I feel his teeth bite down on my right hip.  I bring my elbows down on his back and shoulders in quick, hard blows, but his teeth keep their hold.  I will my body to fly back in the opposite direction, then I bring my right arm down around his right shoulder.  I deliver a short uppercut to his face, but he just bites harder, making me yelp in pain.
In desperation, I jam my fingers into his back, and try to dig into his flesh, but it doesn’t give, so I start punching the back of his neck.  He finally opens his mouth as he lets out a groan of pain, and I immediately bring my knees up.  I spin backwards, and knee him in the chin, then I straighten my legs and kick him back, then take off like a shot.  I arch upwards and haul ass up toward the clouds, while he pursues me.  I hear the flap of his long coat behind me, then I hear something else.  A rush of wind, like something fast is approaching.  I look down past my legs at Devlin as he begins to gain on me, and that’s when I see him.
A young man with long flowing black hair, dressed in a prison issue gray jumpsuit with matching gray slip-on shoes.  He rockets toward us at incredible speed, and wraps his right arm around Devlin’s throat from behind.  I glide to a stop as they both grapple in the air.  The flying prisoner wraps his legs around Devlin’s thighs and grips his right arm that’s around Devlin’s throat in a headlock, then he begins to buck and yank backwards.
I take some deep breaths, and wince as the pain in my right side throbs, while Devlin bucks and thrashes like crazy.
I fly toward them, and wait for an opening.  When Devlin’s face flashes by, I launch myself at them and drive my fist into his screaming red face with everything I’ve got.  Pain explodes in my wrist and ripples up my forearm.  My vision becomes blurry, while I scream as indescribable pain floods up my arm.
I feel myself falling, then a firm hand grips the back of my neck.
“I’ve got you.”  I hear someone say, then I black out.
 



Chapter Twenty
 
 
“Hey, wake up.”  A man’s voice calls out.  The voice sounds deep and slurred, and it echoes around me.
I hear a groan from nearby.  Was that from me?
“That’s it.  Come on.”  The voice says, sounding a little clearer now.  He sounds Hispanic.
I open my eyes and look up at a starry sky.  My right arm stings like hell, and I look down at it.  Strips of cloth are wrapped tightly around my wrist.  Steam rises from the cloth and my forearm.
“Where am I?”  I groan as I sit up.
“I’m not sure.  Nepal, I think.”  The man answers.
I search for the owner of the voice, and make out a dark silhouette against the stars.  I look down and realize that we’re sitting on a snowcapped mountain.  Clouds drift by below as I flex my right hand.  My fingers feel stiff, but at least it’s better than it was.
“Who are you?”  I ask.
“No one.”
“Why were you in prison?”  I ask, and switch to night vision.
I see his pale green form turn and look back over his shoulder at me.  His long dark hair hides part of his face, but his right eye shines in the darkness as he looks at me.
“Why were you?”  He replies calmly.
“That’s what I’m gonna find out.”
“Not right now.  You are not ready.”
I grunt as I stand up.
“I’m never ready.”  I say, and he rises to his feet in one graceful move.
“Why did that man want to kill you?”  He asks and steps closer.
“Haven’t you heard?  He’s my number one fan.”
“What will you do?”
“I really have no idea.  I’m open to suggestions.  You seemed to do okay against him.”
“It took everything I had just to hold him for you.”
“What happened after I blacked out?”
“You nailed him real good.  When he went limp, and you started to fall, I grabbed you and got the hell out of there.  The SWAT team and army helicopters were closing in, so maybe they took care of your friend.”  He shakes his head and looks up at the stars.  “It was him, wasn’t it?  The man who gave us our powers.”
“I wouldn’t say give, but, yeah, it was him.”  I reply.
“He killed my friends, Gabriel and Emilio.”  He mutters quietly.
That voice.  Oh my god, I know that voice.
“Santiago?”  I ask.
“How do you know my name?”  He takes a step back in shock, eyes shining in the darkness.
“We’ve met before.”  I reply.
“I’ve never met you before.”
“It happened in the future.”
“The future?”
“It’s a long story.”
He rises up from the mountain and hovers in the air.
“Tell me more.”
I rise up and look around for the moon.
“We’ll talk on the way.”  I say, and motion for him to follow me as I fly toward the east.
 
By the time we reach the Gulf of Mexico, Santiago is fully clued up.
“Do you know where this terrorist is, or who he is?”  He asks as we sail twenty thousand feet above Texas.
“No, but the last time I saw him, he was in Chicago.”
“Was he stalking you?”
“It sure seemed like it.  But he’s only part of the problem.”
“So the main priority is finding all of Devlin’s meteorites?”
“That’s right.  Devlin needs to go down as well, but, I still don’t know how to do that.”
“But you rang his bell pretty good.”
“We need a long-term solution.”
“Then we kill him.”
I look over at him in shock as we start to descend toward the clouds.
“Have you ever killed a man?”  I ask him.
“No.”
“Would you?”
“It depends what’s at stake, I guess.  If I had no choice, and it was either him or me, I’d like to think that I would.  But I don’t think I would last five minutes with that guy.  He’s inhuman.”
There must be a better way.
I look down at the ground as we emerge through the clouds.
“All those people he killed.”  Santiago says next to me.  “There has to be a reckoning.”
I can’t argue with that.
I raise my left wrist to my face.
“Bill?  It’s Cosmic Girl.  I’m on my way to the hangar.  Tell your men not to shoot, please.  Oh, and I don’t have my mask, so save your abuse for when I land.”
“Where are we going?”  Santiago asks.
“Somewhere safe.  I hope.”
As we pass into Nevada and fly over Las Vegas, I try to get my story straight in my head.
Accused of murder, but totally didn’t do it.  Escaped from prison?  Yeah, kinda did that.  It was unintentional, though.
When we descend from a pale cloudy sky, the sun is almost directly overhead.  The razor-wire on top of the fence glimmers faintly as we get closer.  Two squads of armed soldiers stand in formation in front of the hangar.  They raise their weapons as we glide to a stop before stepping down to the brown dirt.
“Hi, fellas.”  I say and raise my hands, and look over at Santiago.
He looks at me, and frowns as he too raises his hands.
The soldiers start to move to one side, as Bill marches toward us in a black t-shirt and army combat pants.  His black boots kick up dirt as he storms over to us.
“What the hell is going on?”  He barks at me.
“Can we talk inside?”  I ask as he stops several feet away, glaring at me.
“Debriefing, now.”  Bill demands, then turns on his heel and marches back through his men.
“Come on.”  I say to Santiago, then follow after Bill.
The soldiers eyeball me as we walk past them.  Some have angry expressions, while others look confused, a mix of emotions playing across their tanned faces.
“I thought you said this was a safe place.”  Santiago says behind me as we approach the hangar entrance.
“It was.”  I grumble as I step into the cavernous hangar.
Bill turns left and heads toward some portable cabins that are arranged next to some black ammo crates.  A soldier dressed in black combat fatigues stands to attention outside the door of the closest cabin, as Bill gets closer.
“At ease, Rooker.”  Bills says, then steps past and enters a sequence on a keypad, before opening the door.  “Get in here.”  Bill calls over his shoulder before heading inside.
Oh, boy.
Bill slams the door shut behind us after Santiago enters, then storms over to a computer monitor, pointing to the screen.
“Read that.”  Bill demands, then stands back as I step closer.
The headline makes me want to laugh, but due to Bill’s temperament, I keep it in check.
‘Cosmic Girl Escapes!’
I read the paragraph below the main photo of me hovering outside the prison, and stop reading when they mention a possible romance between Devlin and myself.
Seriously?
“What is this, The Daily Crapfest?”  I ask.
“I’ve been ordered to hand you over to the authorities.  Do you have any idea how this makes me look, or the President for that matter?”  He growls.
“I didn’t do it.  I swear.  You have to believe me.”
“I have to?”
“Just give me a chance to explain.  Please?”
“You’ve got five minutes.  It better be good.”  Bill demands, and I turn to face him.
“Will you listen?”  I ask.
“You’re not in handcuffs, are you?”  Bill replies, and folds his arms, waiting.
“Ha.  As if they would hold me.”  I smirk.
“Well?”
“Look, I went to sleep after flying back from Australia, and woke up in a strange apartment, next to a dead guy, with his blood all over my hands.”
“What do you remember?”
“That’s it……wait, I had a really weird dream.  I was drinking something which burned, and I heard voices.”
Bill turns away and shuffles some papers.
“Would you be able to recognize the voices you heard?”  Bill asks with his back to me.
“Maybe.”
“And what happened with Devlin?”
“He broke in to try and kill me.”
“I can vouch for that.”  Santiago says, making Bill glare at him.
“And who the hell are you?”  Bill asks, turning around to look at Santiago.
“Santiago Rivera, sir.”
“He helped me with Devlin.”  I add.
“And where is public enemy number one?”  Bill asks, looking back at me.
“I blacked out.”  I mutter and lower my eyes.
“He fell, and I grabbed her and got out of there.”  Santiago says.
“So, he’s still at large?  Damn it.  I thought I told you to terminate that son of a bitch.”  Bill almost shouts at me.
“Hey, back off.  She broke her wrist on his face.  What have you done?  What has the army done about this guy?  What has anyone done?”  Santiago replies, raising his voice and stepping forward.  “She is just a girl, and you’re demanding she take a man’s life?”
“She agreed.  She made a deal.”  Bill replies, squaring his shoulders and taking a step forward.
“I never agreed to commit murder.  That was never part of the deal.”  I add.
“Apprehend and retrieve the meteorites, at any cost.  What do you think we meant?”
I look down at my bandaged wrist.
“You never said what this would cost me.  It’s a win-win situation for you, isn’t it?  You keep your hands nice and clean.  What happens to me, huh?”  I point at the screen behind me.  “They think I’m some psycho killer who’s in cahoots with Devlin, for crying out loud.”  I then point my finger up at him.  “Is this your doing?”  I demand, and rise up from the metal floor.
His eyes flicker to the screen, then back to Santiago and myself, very quickly, but I’m faster.  I grab his belt and lift him from the floor.
“What the hell is going on?”  I ask him, as he begins to sweat.
“I wasn’t involved.”  Bill mutters.
“But you knew about this, didn’t you?”  I ask.
“I’m your handler, of course I knew.  It doesn’t mean I supported their decision.”
“Why?  I was out there, trying to find those meteorites.”
“You did find some.”  Bill says flatly.
“Is that what this is all about?  I don’t play your little game by your rules, so you screw me over?”
“I didn’t.”
I lower him to the floor and release him.
“I bet I know who did.”
“I’m sorry.”  Bill says, placing a hand on my shoulder.
I shrug his hand off.
“You’re not my handler.  I’m no one’s pet.”  I grumble, then turn and shove the door open, snapping the hinges.
“Britney, wait!”  I hear Bill call out.
I stop and turn on him.
“You don’t get to call me that.”  I say, before turning and flying toward the hangar entrance.
“Well, that was interesting.”  Santiago says mildly behind me, as he flies after me.
“I’m done.”  I grumble as I exit and take to the skies.
“So, where do we go now?  We’re fugitives.”  Santiago says behind me as I reach the first cloud layer.
Good question.  The apartment will be watched.  The lawyer who tried to help me pops into my head.  Who arranged that?
Who did he work for?  Oh, yeah, Foster & Hopkins.
Why does that name sound familiar?  Memories flash through my mind, before focusing on a newspaper article that I read once about the Castellanata crime family.  It had been about Johnny D’Amico, the Consigliore for Louis Castellanata.  The photo of Johnny and Louis showed them walking from court, and behind them was another figure.  I focus in on the mental image.  The man behind them is Jonathan Buckley, the lawyer who visited me.
What the hell?  Why would I get a mob lawyer?
I think I know who might be able to shed some light on this.
“I know someone.  He might help.”  I call over my shoulder.
“Might?”
“He’s not my biggest fan right now.”  I reply.
“Well, maybe we can change that.”
 



Chapter Twenty One
 
 
“Relax, guys.  We’re all friends here, yes?”  Frankie says, motioning for his goons to lower their weapons, as I stroll through his manicured back yard.  
Santiago gives Frankie’s men a defiant look as I walk by a water fountain with a statue of Neptune standing above it, holding a three pronged trident proudly.  Frankie sits in a deep blue lawn chair, peeling an apple with a small knife, next to an impressive glass house, filled with exotic looking plants.  His sandaled feet tap to a tune that only he can hear, and he smiles up at me as I stop and look down at him.
“I wouldn’t say friends.”  I answer with a half-smile.
“Then what brings you to my humble abode?  People will start to think we are lovers.”  He laughs when I frown fiercely at him.
“I assume you know all about the murder charges against me?”
“Of course.  You have powerful enemies.”
“I could use some powerful allies.”
He places a slice of apple into his mouth, then sits forward as he chews slowly.
“Why would a lawyer associated with the Castellanata crime family try to help me?”  I ask, as he gazes up at me with an amused expression.
“Why indeed?”  He smirks, then puts another slice of apple into his mouth.
“Was that you?”  I ask.
“You’re not much use to me, if you’re behind bars, are you?”  He answers before popping another slice of apple into his mouth.
“I don’t get it.  I already told you no.  Why are you trying to help me?”  I ask.
“I also need powerful friends.”  He answers, then embeds his small knife into the apple, then places it on the chair as he stands up.
“I’m not killing anyone.”  I state and step back as he gestures toward the house.
“Of course.  Your friend can join our conversation, I think, yes?”
“I’ll play ball, for now.”  Santiago says and steps forward as Frankie starts strolling casually over the green, neatly clipped grass.
“No games.  Your old friends play games.  I merely want to discuss business.”  Frankie says over his shoulder as we pass the pool.
“I don’t get the impression that you are a business man.”  Santiago says behind me, making Frankie look over his shoulder at us.
“Business proposal will benefit you both, I think.”  Frankie says as he enters through the open French doors.
I look back at Santiago, who frowns at me and shrugs.  I shrug back, then as we enter Frankie’s Hollywood mansion, I turn my attention back to Frankie as he steps inside another room ahead of me.  He stops near the door, and gestures us through.
“I’m listening.”  I grumble, as I enter an office filled with shelves full of books.  As I walk by, I catch some author names from the books. 
Plato.  Charles T. Munger.  Warren Buffett.  Arnold Schwarzenegger.  The Dalai Lama.  Mario Puzo.  Niccolò Machiavelli.
Frankie closes the door behind us, then walks slowly to his desk and sits down in a comfy looking brown leather office chair.
“I realize that one of my associates, acted rashly.  My apologies for the inconvenience.  He has been reprimanded.”  Frankie says as he sits back.
I raise an eyebrow.
“Don’t act like you had nothing to do with that.”  I tell him. “So, do I need to look for Ricky Morano at the bottom of the lake?”  I ask and take a step toward him.
“What do you take me for, some common criminal?  Tsk, tsk.  Really, Britney?”  Frankie says in mock surprise with a small smile.
“Britney?”  Santiago mutters next to me.
“Oh, he doesn’t know you?  Interesting.”  Frankie says in genuine surprise.
“We haven’t had much time since the big prison break.”  I reply.
“Ha.  Prison break?  You are funny.”  Frankie says.
“Well, that’s what people are saying.”  Santiago says.
“Where is my dear dead man walking?”  Frankie asks.
“Why don’t you tell me?”  I reply.
“Japan, actually.  Why is he still breathing?”  Frankie asks and gives me a cold look.
“He’s a lot tougher than I thought.”  I reply.
“Yeah, she broke her wrist on his face.” Santiago adds.
“Well, if we cannot harm the exterior, we’re going to have to go for the interior.”  Frankie says thoughtfully, and turns his chair, glancing at his book shelves.
“We tried that already.  He burned the pills before we could get them down him.”  I tell him as he stares at his books.
“I think you can come out now.”  Frankie says.
“What?”  I mumble.
“Who?”  Santiago asks.
“Me.”  A man’s voice says from the book shelves, then before us, a man appears out of nowhere.
“Whoa.  Who the hell is this?”  I ask, taking a step back.
“Where’d he come from?”  Santiago asks in shock.
“There.”  The man says, pointing to a spot on one of the shelves.
“This is my good friend, Maxwell Little.”  Frankie says, looking up at us with a smile on his face.
“A new friend, I gather?”  I ask, and look at Maxwell.  His short black hair and moustache are neatly groomed, and as he perches on the edge of Frankie’s desk, he opens his black leather jacket and brushes some dust from his black jeans.
“Are you a friend?”  Maxwell asks, in a now obvious New York accent.
I look down at Frankie.
“What’s the deal?” I ask him.
“You deliver my good friend, here, to Devlin.”  Frankie says, gesturing to Maxwell.
“And what does he do?”  Santiago asks.
“That needn’t concern you.”  Frankie replies, looking up at me with a questioning look.
“So, now I’m a super courier?”  I ask.
“It should be simple enough, yes?”  Frankie says.
“And in return?”  I ask.
“Cosmic Girl will be found innocent.”
“What about me?”  Santiago asks.
“You were already found guilty, Mr. Rivera.  I cannot change that.  But, if you help in this endeavor, then I may have a little job for you.  You like money, yes?”
“What the?”  Santiago whispers to me.
“How will you clear my name?”  I ask.
“That is my affair.  Do we have a deal, yes?”
“I cannot guarantee your safety.”  I say to Maxwell.
“Agreed.”  Maxwell says, then removes a locket from his pocket and tosses it to me.
“What’s this?”  I ask.
“Transportation.”  Maxwell says, then slides off the desk and looks over his shoulder at Frankie.  “Wish me luck.”
“Don’t fail me.”  Frankie says flatly, looking at us both.
I examine the locket on the chain, and notice the tiny hinges.  I lever it open carefully, and see a small space lined with green felt.
I look at Maxwell in confusion.  He just smiles, then jumps at me, making me take a step back, but then he begins to shrink.  Within a heartbeat, he’s as tiny as an ant, and lands on my hand.  He runs along my finger then climbs inside the locket.  I close it carefully, then place the chain over my head.  I tuck the locket beneath my new costume, then turn to leave.
“Britney.”  Frankie says and stands up from behind his desk, and I turn and look back at him from the door.
“You will find the world a very dangerous place now.  Be careful.”  Frankie says, then turns his back to us.
I nod to Santiago, then we exit through the French doors and take to the skies.
“Where to now?”  Santiago asks.
“I need to find my friends.”  I reply as I reach the first layer of clouds.
 
We’re four hundred miles from Chicago, when I hear the roar of engines.
“Heads up.  We’re gonna have company, real soon.”  I shout out to Santiago, who’s flying behind me.
“I hear them.”  He shouts back in reply.
I look left and right, but all I see is cloud. 
“Do you see them?”  I ask.
“They’re five miles behind us, and closing.”  Santiago shouts back after a few seconds.
I focus my hearing and start to accelerate.
“Oh, crap.”  I mutter when I hear two more fighters roaring in from our right.  Six miles out.
“Let’s go.  Blaze it.”  Santiago shouts, then rockets past me with a boom.
I push myself faster and soon catch up to his retreating gray form, as his long black hair whips behind him.  As I bank to my right to get alongside him, I notice something metallic up ahead of us.
“Oh, crap.  Climb.”  I blurt out, when I see the muzzle flash of machine guns two miles ahead of us.
We both arch our backs and aim up, just as bullets the size of hornets whizz by below.
“Damn.”  Santiago curses as he flies next to me.
“We have to get higher.”  I shout.
As we leave the clouds far below us and turn our backs to the orange sun, I hear three faint whooshes from below.
“Oh, you have got to be kidding me.”  I complain, when I look down past my feet and see three smoke trails.
“More good news?”  Santiago asks.
“Missiles.”  I shout and accelerate more.
“Oh, shit.”  Santiago blurts out, then he catches up and looks at me from the corner of his eye.  “What now?”
“How high can you go?”
“Not much higher.  The air is already getting thin.”  He replies, grim faced, as a thin layer of ice starts to appear under his eyes and nose.
“Damn it.”  I grumble, then look back down.  The smoke trails are only two miles behind us.  “Get to the ground.”  I shout at him, and he looks at me blankly.
“What about you?”
“Don’t worry about me.”  I shout back, then pull the chain over my head and hand him the locket.  “Don’t drop it.”  I tell him, then point down.  “Go!”  I shout.
He nods then angles himself downward, and I turn in the air as I glide to a stop.  I hear the high-pitched roar, then the first missile arrives.  I throw up my arms to protect my face and close my eyes, then it hits me in the stomach.  The explosion rocks my head back, and the boom is deafening.  I’m hurtled backwards by the force of the blast, as flames engulf me in their warm embrace.  The impact feels like one of Devlin’s lighter punches, and after the flames begin to disperse I open my eyes.  I see the next two shooting toward me, so I jam my fingers in my ears and shut my eyes again.
BOOM!
Okay, that hurt.  
I open my eyes and swipe at the flames, then see four fighters as they rocket by, while my ears ring.
I shake my head and rub my eyes, and then look to my right as two of the fighters start to make a wide turn back toward me.  I wave my arms above my head, but they both open fire.  I fly up and over the two F-15 Strike Eagles as they fly by, then thrust my arms forward and take off like a rocket.  Three F-22 Raptors roar toward me from the left, machine guns blazing.  I feel a few bullets catch my left ankle as I accelerate more.  I hear their engines roar toward the south several miles behind me, and I push myself to go faster.  When I begin to hear the roar of the jet engines gaining on me, I start to count and slow down.  When I get to twelve, I fly up twenty feet and stop.  The three aircraft roar by me, then I pitch forward and take off toward the ground in the blink of an eye.  Four seconds later and I touch down on a sidewalk near a parking meter.  I step back to a store window and look up, scanning the skies, trembling while my ears still ring.  I see three objects pass overhead, twenty thousand feet up.  I wait as they make several passes, then after ten minutes they leave the area, heading toward the south-east.  I heave a sigh of relief, then turn toward the store window.  Various boxes of chocolates are arrayed in neat rows, and above them, displayed on glass shelves, stand individual handmade chocolates, all in amazing bright colors.  
Man, I could really use some chocolate right now.  
But then my eyes are drawn to a young woman standing near the counter.  She stares angrily at me as she holds a cell phone to her ear.  I frown and turn away, then I start to hear the wail of police sirens in the distance.
Aww, come on.
They seem to be coming from the east, so I walk to the street corner and peer around the corner.  I see flashes of blue and red on some store windows a block away.
A hand on my shoulder makes me jump, and I spin around.
“Whoa.  Chill.”  Santiago says, taking a step back.
“You scared the crap out of me.”  I say breathlessly while I wait for my heart rate to calm down.
“They’re playing our tune.  Let’s go.”  Santiago says and waves me after him.  He walks quickly into the street before vanishing in a blur.
I take off after him, and dodge the late afternoon traffic as streetlights start to come on.  As we race toward the east, the light quickly fades from the sky, and soon we’re dodging headlights.  When we don’t hear any jet engines or helicopters after then minutes, I call out to Santiago.
“Let’s go up.”  
“What about the Air Force?”  Santiago shouts over his shoulder as he dodges a Greyhound bus.
“We stay below two hundred feet.  Should be okay.”  I shout back.
His dark form rises up into the night sky in a flash, and I follow him up.
“Watch out.  Telephone wires up ahead.”  I call out when I switch to night vision.
“Oh, crap.”  He blurts out, then rises up by twenty feet.
I pull up long side him.
“Are you alright?”  I ask.
“Yeah, great.  I’ve always wanted to be on America’s Most Wanted.”  He replies, and I roll my eyes.
“This is not my fault.”  I answer and scan the horizon for any air traffic.  
“You’re welcome to go back to the Correctional Center and turn yourself in.”  I reply.
“So, where are we going?”  He answers back calmly.
“Chicago.”
“Won’t they be expecting you to go home?”
“It’s where my friends and I agreed to meet.”
“They may not be there.”
That’s true.
“I have to get something from my apartment, anyway.”
“What do we do with our passenger?”  He says, pointing to the chain around his neck.
“He comes along.”
“So, are we going to go after the psychopathic mass murderer with superhuman powers?”
I grin and look at him for a second.
“I won’t have to.”
 



Chapter Twenty Two
 
 
“You lived there?”  Santiago asks as I stand on the roof of the John Hancock Center.
I gaze at Lake Point Tower, zooming in with my vision.  I scan the apartment window, then switch to thermal vision.
“I used to.”  I mutter as I look down at the base of the building, and spot two sedans, glowing blue and yellow, parked in the street near the underground parking entrance.  I look over to the Jane Addams Memorial Park across the street from the sedans.  I zoom in on some individuals who are standing near some trees and some who are sitting on benches.  The blue shapes of handguns stand out from the orange and red of their bodies.
“We’ll have to be quick.”  I say and focus back to normal vision and look over my shoulder at Santiago, who is leaning against a spire with his arms folded.
“Feds?”  He asks.
“Most likely.  I’ll go in through the window.  I want you to check the roof.”
“The roof?”
“My friends may have left a message for me.”  I say and secretly hope that they have.
“Where do we meet?”  He asks.
I point to Lake Michigan.
“The lighthouse.  Five minutes.”  I say and step to the edge, looking down at the headlights of cars as they move along Michigan Avenue.
God, I miss being normal.
“You better take this.”  Santiago says and holds out the locket on the chain to me.
I take it and slip it over my head, pulling my long white hair through, then tucking the locket under my pearlescent costume.
“Now.”  I say, then push off from the edge and fly at the glimmering apartment building.
I hear his long hair flap against his back as he flies next to me, while below, car horns and voices float up to us.  I aim for the penthouse and angle my body at the large dark picture window that stares north.  I hit the glass with my head, and as it shatters and falls to the ground, I glide to a stop above the small coffee table.  I switch to night vision as an alarm starts to ring out, and a small light in the ceiling starts to flash and rotate.  I go to the desk first.  The laptop and fax machine are gone.  I rifle through the drawers.  
Damn it.  The USB pen drive and signet ring are gone.
I float into the bedroom then into the walk-in closet.  I grab a pair of blue jeans and slip them on over my costume.  I pick a deep purple hooded sweatshirt, then I think about Santiago, and grab a deep green hooded sweatshirt and a pair of black jeans.  I slip on the purple hoodie, then grab a pair of black Ray Bans and a pair of large black Nikes.  I fly into the living area and see the white telephone perched on the shelf.  I fly over and pick up the receiver.  It’s dead.
I guess I’m on my own now.
I float over to the coffee table.  It’s only now that I realize with horror that the journals are missing.
Oh, shit!
I stare in shock at the empty coffee table for a second, then I hear heavy booted feet tramping down the hallway outside.  They’re trying to be quiet, but they sound like a herd of elephants to my enhanced hearing.  I fly out of the shattered window and bank to my right and fly out over the lake.  Even from here I can hear their cursing, as they stand and watch my retreating figure.  I pick up speed after I pass the Ferris wheel, and spot Santiago hovering over the water near the lighthouse.  I glide to a stop next to him and hand him the jeans.
“These are for girls.”  He points out as he holds the black jeans up to his waist.
“It’s better than nothing.”
“I guess.  Hey, turn around.”  He says, nodding toward the bright lights of the city.
“Did you find anything?”  I ask as I turn around.
“Something.”  He grunts, and I hear him remove his prison issue jumpsuit.  “You?”  He asks.
“Everything of value is gone.”  I grumble.
“Ha, and they call me a thief?”  Santiago says.  “Is that a sweater?”
I turn around and hand him the green hooded sweater.
“So, you were a thief?”  I ask.
“I snatched a few purses here and there.  They caught me when I got greedy.”  He chuckles and slips on the sweater.
“What did you do?”  I ask, and hand him the black Nikes.
“I slipped into the vault of the bank on Adams Street.  I thought the damn thing was opening.  Turns out it was closing.  I couldn’t get out.  So, there I am, pounding on the door and shouting until I can barely speak.  I was close to passing out when they finally opened it.”
“Life’s not all about money, you know?”  I say as he ties the laces.
“Yeah, I know.”  He grumbles, then rises up into the air.  “So, who’s Warlock?”  He asks.
“Warlock?”  I ask.
“Someone had inscribed the word Warlock into the roof door.”  He says, and I start to grin as I catch up.
“Paul.”  I mutter, and he looks at me quizzically as I fly up next to him.  “It means, we’re going to England.”  I tell him.
“England?  As in, the land of tea and where One Direction comes from?”
“Yep.”
“That’s a long journey.”
“Race you.”  I challenge, then take off like a rocket over the black water.
“Hey, wait up.”  He shouts after me, but the adrenaline is already flowing now.  I’m not slowing down.
“Come on, old man.”  I shout into the wind.
“Hey, you’re the one with the white hair, not me.”  He shouts back as he starts to catch up.
I climb to two hundred feet and fly north east so we can avoid Detroit.  After ten minutes, we’re flying over a vast forested area, filled with evergreens.  The small lakes and pools of water reflect the sliver of moon, when I look down from time to time.  I scan the horizon for any incoming aircraft as we soar over the trees, like ghosts in the night.  Bright lights of a city shimmer in the distance off to our right.  I bank more to the left, then look ahead again.
“So, where in England are we going?”  Santiago calls out from behind me.
“Paul was from Bristol.  So, we’re going there first.”
“And then?”
“We’ll see what the others found.”
“What were you looking for, you know, before they arrested you for murder?”
“Evidence that would connect Devlin with a man called, Marcus Saint.”
“Not that guy from Saint Petroleum?”  He asks.
I look over my shoulder at him briefly, then look ahead.
“What do you know about him?”  I ask.
“Not much.  Only that in the last three months, he’s gone from being the tenth largest petroleum exporter in Africa and the Middle East, to number two.”
“Who’s number one?”  I ask.
“De Marco Oil.”
“Of course.”  I mutter.
“But, if Devlin is helping Saint Petroleum, what’s in it for him?”
“That’s what we’re trying to find out.”
“But, what about Chimera and that terrorist?  Are you looking for them?”
“One thing at a time, Black Wing.”  I say, coming up with a name for him on the spot.
“Black Wing, hmmm?”  He muses.
“You can pick your own name, if you want.”  I offer.
“Maybe I will.”  He replies light-heartedly.  
I feel something bump against my chest.  I slow down.
“Hold up.  I think our guest wants something.”  I say, and Santiago glides to a stop above a conifer.
I pull the chain over my head as I start to slowly descend toward a grassy embankment.  I open the locket carefully as soon as my feet touch down.  A tiny figure hops down to the grass, then Maxwell Little grows to his original height.
I turn around when I hear him unzip his fly.
“Aaahhh.”  He groans, and I hear him urinating on to the grass.
“Where are we?”  Santiago asks, looking left and right as he hovers next to me.
“Canada, I think.”
“Good.  Let’s get higher, so we can go faster.  No offence, but this pace is making me fall asleep.”
“Where are we going?”  Max asks as he zips himself back up.
“England.”  I reply flatly.
“Why?”  Max asks.
“If we’re going after Devlin, I’m gonna need my friends.”  I reply.
He shrugs.  “Whatever.  So long as I’m the one who finishes him, I don’t care.”
“How much is Frankie paying you for this hit?”  Santiago asks.
“Hit?  Such a vulgar expression.”  Max replies, shaking his head in disapproval.
“So what would you call it, taking a man’s life?”  I ask.
“A service to mankind,” he replies testily.  “One that you should have performed a long time ago.”  He adds, pointing his finger at my face.
“Hey, it’s not like I didn’t try.  Devlin is unlike anything you have ever encountered.”  I say, then present the locket to him.  “Now shut up and get in, or I’ll leave you here.”  I add.
“Not very lady-like.”  Max says with a smirk, then shrinks, hops up to my arm, then jumps into the locket.
I snap it shut and slip the chain over my head.
“What a douche.”  Santiago mutters.
“Agreed.”  I say, then aim up at the dark clouds drifting by far above us.
I breathe in deeply once we pass the first clouds.  The air is so fresh, crisp, rejuvenating.
“Oh, man, that’s better,” Santiago says.  “Now, let’s flex our muscles, shall we?”  He adds, then vanishes with a boom.
I thrust my arms forward as I accelerate, and soon catch up to him.  I can see the air shimmering around him, and fall into his slipstream as I fly after him.  The wind lessens in his wake, and I smile to myself as I settle into the flight.
I wonder what Paul has been up to?
 
 



Chapter Twenty Three
 
 
“Is that Bristol?”  Santiago asks as we descend through the clouds.
We followed a river which Santiago spotted on the west coast of England that ran further inland from the Bristol Channel.  Now a dark city waited below us.  There are only a few lights on in some buildings, and the streetlights look rather dull.  The sun hasn’t risen above the horizon just yet, and I can only see a pale blue shimmer when I look eastward.  I aim for a grassy park area, where an old tower rises up from a hill.  In seconds my feet touch grass.  I see a wooden park bench further down, so I float over and sit down wearily.
Man, I’m bushed.  
I ache everywhere, and the last meal I had was that awful sausage and lumpy mashed potatoes, so my tummy is starting to hurt as well.
I unzip the pocket on my hooded sweater and pull out the Ray Bans and slip them on, then I pull the hood up.
“Subtle.”  Santiago says, then sits down next to me.
It must be very early still, as the only noises around us are coming from some weird animal.  It sounds like a baby being murdered, but when I turn around to locate the source of the awful sound, all I see is a rough looking fox, skulking around near some bushes.  At least coyotes bark like normal dogs.  These foxes are mega creepy.
“I could sure do with a quarter pounder, or three, right about now.”  I grumble.
“Or a nice hot bowl of my mamá’s Feijoada.  Oh, yeah.”  Santiago murmurs dreamily.
“Stop.”  I complain as I picture the stew.
“Okay, so how are we going to find these friends of yours, huh?”  He asks and sits forward, looking at me over his shoulder.
“I have an idea.”
 
“This is your great master plan, huh?”  Santiago asks me as we hover a thousand feet above a very old looking wooden sailing ship, complete with masts, sails and rigging.  The vessel lies in a dry dock near the river, and all along the dock, people are starting to gather.  The sun is now above the buildings, and shadows being cast by the taller buildings make the whole scene feel a little creepy, if I’m honest.  Some of the people gathered have already started to throw things up at me.  I glide up higher, then they soon realize that we’re real and not some publicity stunt.
“Well, we’re definitely getting some attention.”  I reply as I look down at the faces peering up at us.  Cameras flash, and I see some cell phones being held aloft.  Good.  
“I hope your friends show up soon.”
“Why?”  I ask, and turn to look over at him, while he hovers next to me, shielding his face with his hands.
I hid my clothes at the top of the old tower we found earlier, so now, I’m in my new pearlescent costume.  My long white hair is caught in the blustery breeze, and is whipped behind me to the left.
“Because I hear sirens, and something which sounds like a helicopter.”
“The more publicity the better.”  I reply, and watch as two police cars pull up in a cobbled street, near some shops.  
Four police officers in black, march toward the crowd and start barking orders.  An argument breaks out, and the police start pushing people back away from the docks.
“Oh, boy.”  I groan as one man pushes a police officer back aggressively.
I drop to the ground and put my hand on the man’s shoulder, then hold my hand up to the police officer as he lunges forward.
“Please,” I tell them.  “No fighting.”  I add as I step in-between them.
The police officer glares at me, while the man takes a breath and steps back.  I take a step toward the police officer.
“What are you doing?”  I ask him.
“Trying to protect them.”  He says pointing his baton at the crowd.  “You’re a wanted criminal.”
“Do you really believe that?”  I ask him, and take a step closer.
He takes a step back, but lowers his baton.
“It doesn’t matter what I believe.”  He says, then three more police officers march toward us.
I put my hand on his shoulder.
“It always matters.”  I say, remove my hand, then take a step back before rising up into the air.
“Okay everyone, step back, please.”  The officer asks and holds his hands up, pressing people back gently.
As I glide back up to Santiago, he looks at me through his fingers, while he tries to hide his face.
“I didn’t know you were shy.”  I say to him, and he removes on hand to look at me sideways.
“Well, maybe…”  He’s cut off by a burst of dark light and a faint pop.
Pamela wraps her arms around Santiago, then vanishes again.  I start to smile just as she reappears and wraps her arms around me.
“Hi.”  I say, then I hear a rather unnerving ripping sound.  Everything goes black and I feel myself being sucked forward. I maintain my grip on Pamela and try to remain upright. There’s a sucking noise, like water disappearing down a plug hole, then a bright flash of light.  I blink, then I find myself in a backyard in front of a pale looking Santiago and a beaming Paul.
“Hello, princess.” Paul says cheerily, then rushes forward, enveloping me in a big bear hug.
“It’s been a long time.”  I murmur and hug him back.
“I’ll say,” he says, stepping back and looking me up and down.  “What happened?  You fall in a vat of bleach, or something?”  He adds, touching my white hair.
“How are you, really?”  I ask, raising an eyebrow.
“Well, when the team arrived yesterday, my parents freaked.  So, yeah, that was fun.  Hey, I have powers.”  He says rolling his eyes.
“How’d they take it?”  I ask.
“Well, they decided that they needed some space to think it over.”  He replies.
“So, where are they?”  I ask.
“Turkey.”  I can’t help but smirk.
“It’s not fair.  When was the last time they took me on bloody holiday?”  He grumbles, then he looks at Santiago and myself, and blinks.  “You don’t look too hot.”  He observes.
“Tired and hungry.  That’s all.”  I tell him.
“We’re probably not the only ones.”  Santiago says, pointing to the chain around my neck.
“Oh, right.  Him.”  I say and take a measured step forward.
“Umm, who?”  Paul asks, while Pamela follows us toward the rear door of a detached two story house.
 
I tuck into another plate of bacon and eggs, while the others stand around the kitchen table watching our mysterious guest.
“What makes you think you can even kill him?”  Mitchell asks Maxwell Little, while Maxwell grabs some bread and makes a bacon sandwich.
“Because…” Maxwell begins, then takes a bite of his bacon sandwich.
“Well?”  Paul asks, and takes a seat next to me.
“He may have a tough exterior, but his internal organs are as normal as yours or mine, I’m betting.”  Maxwell says, licking his lips, then spoons some scrambled eggs into his mouth.
“Are you impervious to fire?”  Stuart asks.
“No.”  Maxwell replies calmly, then points to me.  “But she is.”
“Really?”  Stuart and Mitchell ask at the same time.
“I am.  But how does that benefit you?”  I ask him, and grab a piece of crispy bacon with my fingers and take a bite.
Ooh, it’s SO good.
“Where do you think the fire comes from?”  He asks us, eating more of his sandwich, while we look at each other.
“I figured it comes from his lungs.”  Paul says, shrugging.
“Ha.  He’s not a dragon, son.”  Maxwell says, making Paul frown.
“You have a theory?”  I ask him.
“No.  I have facts.”  He says, then spoons more eggs into his mouth.
“He’s full of shit.”  Paul says, folding his arms across his chest.
“Have you seen any video footage of him in full flow?”  Maxwell asks, wiping his mouth on his sleeve.
“We’re usually there dealing with him, in case you didn’t bloody know.”  Paul replies.
Maxwell smiles at Paul, then takes a sip of water.
“I watched the footage over and over.  It all comes from the brain.  The heat vision, the fire breath, even the whole flaming head thing he does.”  He says.
“How does that help us?”  Mitchell asks him, leaning forward, placing his hands on the back of his chair.
He turns and looks up at Mitchell.
“How did you survive all this time, being so monumentally stupid?”  Maxwell asks, and laughs as he looks around at us.
“Hey!”  Paul shouts, rises in his seat, and as he does so, Maxwell is lifted from his chair by invisible hands.
“See?  That’s what I’m talking about.”  Maxwell says, gesturing to Paul with his spoon.
“You’d better explain yourself.”  Ryan says, as Georgia heads to the kitchen worktop to make some coffee.
“You have, probably, the most powerful person on planet Earth right now.  Why don’t you realize this?”  Maxwell asks us, and actually looks genuinely confused.
“She wasn’t able to stop him either.”  Paul says, then turns to me.  “No offence, princess.”
“None taken.”  I reply with a smile.
“No.  Not her.”  Maxwell says, shaking his head.  “You.”
“What?  You’re kidding, right?”  I ask, then turn to Paul.  “No offence.”
“No, I’m with you.”  He says to me, then lowers Maxwell and sits back down.  “Why do you say that?”  Paul asks him.
“Because your power does not involve muscle.  So your power has no limitations.  Just those you impose on yourself.”  Maxwell says.
Mitchell steps back away from Maxwell and leans against the kitchen sink unit.
“He does have a point.”  Mitchell says after a few seconds.
“But, I tried to hold him still.  I wasn’t strong enough.”  Paul says.
“Your mind wasn’t strong enough, not your powers.” Maxwell says.
“Typical.  Another adult saying I need to try harder.”  Paul grumbles.
“What’s your plan?  Assuming you do actually have a plan.”  Pamela asks.
“He reaches inside Devlin’s head, and paralyzes him, temporarily of course.  Like flicking off a light switch.”  Maxwell says.  “That is, unless you have the stones to kill him yourself, boy?”
“What?  How?”  Paul asks aghast.
“You could crush his heart, obliterate his brain or break every bone in his body.”
“Bloody hell.  I can’t do that.”
“Not yet.”
“No.  I’m not turning to the dark side.  Screw that.”  Paul says and gets up from the table.
“Then paralyze him, and let me handle the rest.”  Maxwell says, looking at us all in turn.
I rise up from the table and walk quietly from the room.  Paul and Mitchell follow me into the hallway, and Paul closes the door.
“What the hell is this?  We’re consorting with murderers now?”  Paul asks me.
“Uncle Sam wants him dead too.  But so far, they haven’t really helped us in trying to accomplish that.  This guy, he may be full of shit, but what he says, well, it makes sense.”  I tell them both.
“Come on, Britney.  You can’t be serious?  Where did you find this guy, anyway?”  Mitchell asks.
“I’m accused of first degree murder, in case that has slipped your minds.”  I whisper angrily.  “This could help clear my name, and we rid the world of arguably, one of the most notorious mass murderers alive right now.”
“How does this help?”  Mitchell asks.
“Frankie promised that he would uncover the identity of the people who framed me.  Which, I know will be government men.  Most likely the CIA.”  I reply.
“Frankie Gazzara, the mob boss?”  Mitchell ask, running his hands through his thick brown hair and closing his eyes.
“The CIA stitched you up?”  Paul asks.  “Shit.  Those bastards.”
“Now, I haven’t got the time, or the resources to find these people myself.  We have the head of a terrorist network searching for Devlin.  We also have a company that is being financed by the very same person, and these ass-hats cause global devastation.  I also need to locate all of the lost meteorites that Devlin has hidden all over the globe.”  I say, then pause for breath.  “Given all of that, can you please give me a break, and just help me get this done.  Devlin is instrumental in the coming war.  He has to be stopped, by any means necessary.”  For me, the penny has finally dropped.  Bill was right.
“For Beth.”  Paul mutters.
“No.”  I tell him, placing my hand on his shoulder.  “For everyone.”
Mitchell hangs his head and sighs.
“This isn’t about revenge anymore.  If we don’t do this, everyone dies.”  I tell them.
“Alright.”  Mitchell says, opens his eyes, and the sadness in his face breaks my heart.
“Honey.  If there was any other way, I’d take it in a heartbeat.”  I say and reach for his face.
“Oh, man.  We’re really going to go through with this, huh?”  Paul says quietly, and looks at me with a pained expression.
“We all have a part to play.  This one is yours.”  I tell him.
“I’m going to need some major practice, before I go up against that monster again.”  Paul says and takes a deep breath.
“Did you guys find anything interesting in Marcus Saint’s homes?”  I ask.
“That is the question.”  Paul says, looking up at Mitchell.
“What did you find?”  I ask Mitchell.
“Devlin.”
 



Chapter Twenty Four
 
 
“Where?”  I ask Mitchell.
“Moscow.”  He answers quietly, watching me intently.
“Russia?”  I mutter, then turn and walk further along the corridor.
“I don’t think he saw me.”  Mitchell says behind me.
I turn and look at him.
“Where exactly did you see him?  What was he doing?”  I ask.
“You’re not gonna like this.”  Paul says.
“I saw him sitting in a fancy restaurant.  He was sitting with the President.”  Mitchell says.
“Our President?”  I ask.
“The Russian President.”
“Oh, crap.”  I mutter as I pace back and forth.
“You don’t think he’s selling them meteorites, do you?”  Paul asks.
“I don’t know.  They were both speaking in Russian.”  Mitchell says, shrugging his broad shoulders.
I stop and turn slowly, as it starts to dawn on me.
“That doctor was Russian.”  I mutter, staring at the floor as I picture her journal.  
Oh, crap, the journal.  
“Guys, please tell me you have the journals?”  I ask and look up at them.
“Pamela got them just before the Feds busted in.”  Mitchell says, and I sigh in relief.
“And some ugly rag doll.”  Paul adds.
“In the journal, Dr. Orlov wrote that Dr. Ho was impressed with her work on Project Genesys.”  I start.
“But she only met Dr. Ho when she moved to Munich, right?”  Mitchell asks.
“Yeah, but she worked in Russia.  So, she’s there right now.”  I say.
“You’re not suggesting we go to Moscow, are you?”  Paul asks, looking at us both, with a puzzled face.
“I want to know what Devlin and the Russian President talked about.”  I say.
“Well, we have a tiny spy.  Time for him to step up.”  Paul says.
“I agree.”  I say and walk back to the kitchen and open the door.
Stuart, Ryan, Pamela and Georgia are sitting around the table sipping coffee.  I walk to the window and see Santiago in the back yard.
“Where’s Maxwell?”  I ask.
“Upstairs.”  Ryan says.
“He wanted to get some sleep.”  Georgia says, smiling up at me.
“Actually, that sounds like a great idea.”  I say and turn to Paul.  “Is it okay?”  I ask, pointing to the ceiling.
“Sure.  You can have the room at the front of the house.”  Paul replies.
“Is that your room?”  I ask with a cheeky smile.
“No.  It was my brothers.”  He says, then turns and walks back into the hallway.
“He never mentioned he had a brother.”  Pamela says quietly.
A bed is a bed.  I float along the hallway toward the stairs and head up.  At the top is a small narrow corridor with four doors.  I look down the stairs and see the front door, so I turn left and head toward the door at the end of the hall.  On the door is a name plaque in the shape of the Batman emblem.  Peter is written in blue marker on the plaque, but it looks faded.  I turn the door knob and open the door slowly.  The curtains are closed, and it takes a while for my eyes to adjust to the gloom.  Soccer posters litter the walls, and on the floor near the bed are two pairs of soccer boots, next to each other in a neat row.  On the floor near the window is a toy chest.  Other than that, the room is immaculate.  I enter and close the door behind me.  The single bed has a soccer theme too, some guys in red jerseys looking very excited, captured as they run across the grass.  I sit down gently on the bed, and only now that I stop does the exhaustion catch up with me.  I crash sideways, lift my legs up, and then snuggle into the duvet.
 
I’m awoken by the sound of the door opening.  I open my eyes slowly to see Paul standing in the doorway.  He looks at me for a second, then he turns, closing the door again.  I blink, then fall asleep again.
 
The next time I wake, I find Mitchell sitting on the red carpet with his back to the bed.
“Hey.”  I say, as I sit up slowly.
His head turns to look at me.
“Feeling better?”  He asks quietly, then turns and kneels.
Not really.  “I feel rested.”  I answer and place my hand on his arm.  His hand finds mine and our fingers entwine.
“You think…..that things will….ever be normal, again?”  He whispers as he gazes into my eyes.
“No.”  I answer honestly.
“I’m starting to think that, too.”  He says sadly, and I run my other hand through his hair.
“But then, what is normal?  For some people, going to buy groceries, while dodging gunfire and avoiding being blown up, is normal.  For others, not being able to walk is normal.”  I say.  “All things considered, I feel blessed.”  I tell him.
“Dodging gunfire and trying not to get blown up or killed?  Yeah, that sounds familiar.”  He says and pats my hand, then he stands up and holds out his hand to me.
“Are you ready to cause some more trouble?”  I ask and take his hand and stand up.
“Where do we start?”  He grins, then opens the door and I follow him out.
“I’ve always wanted to go to Moscow.  The Kremlin looks so colorful.”  I say, then we go downstairs.
I can hear Paul arguing in the living room with Maxwell.
“I am focusing, you annoying shit.”  Paul says, and I laugh when I stop at the doorway.
“You’re focusing on the wrong thing.  Don’t concentrate on this,” Maxwell says, gesturing to his skin with one hand.  “Get passed this and go deeper.  Feel my heart.  Feel it beating.”
“I’m trying.”
“Do or do not, there is no try.”
“Piss off.  Bloody Yoda.”
“We better leave them to it.”  Mitchell says and walks by and heads for the kitchen.
I give Paul a lots of luck look, then follow after Mitchell.
“Hey, there she is.”  Ryan says when he sees me.
“Glad you could join us.”  Santiago says, and pours some coffee into a mug.
“Ooh, yes please.”  I wink at him.
He rolls his eyes and pours some into another mug.  I put three teaspoons of sugar in and take it black.
Ah.  Now this is a cup of Joe.
“Do we have a plan?”  Ryan asks eagerly as I sit down at the kitchen table, sipping my coffee while I blink and yawn.
“We head to Moscow.  Marcus Saint has three homes there, and I’m betting Devlin is staying in one of them.”  I say.
“And then?”  Stuart asks and sips something which smells like herbal tea.
“Well, if Paul and Maxwell can do what needs to be done, and we all survive,” I begin, then sigh and look at them.  “Then we need to do one of two things.”  I add.
“Chimera?”  Stuart asks, and I nod.
“We locate Dr. Orlov, or we find this mysterious guy, who we know only as the Dubai Devil.”  I say.
“If you were the head of a terrorist organization with lots of money, where would you be?”  Pamela asks, and Georgia frowns as she thinks.
“The Bahamas?”  Ryan suggests jokingly.
“He knew Devlin would come to Chicago, last time.”  I say.  “That’s why he was there.  If he’s as good as I think he is, he’ll know where Devlin will be.”  I add and sip my coffee while I try to think.
“Do you think he’ll be in Russia already?”  Stuart asks over his steaming mug.
“Only one way to find out, right?”  I say and get up.
“You’re not going right now?”  Georgia asks.
“Hmm, maybe I’ll have breakfast first.”  I muse.
“Don’t you mean lunch?”  Santiago says.
“What time is it?”  I ask and look out the window at the dull gray sky.
“It’s after three, and you’ve been asleep for two days.”  Pamela says with a dry chuckle.
“No wonder I’m so hungry.”  I say and sit down again.
I hear a whistle of wind, then a few seconds later, a sandwich appears in front of me. I turn and look up, and Mitchell winks at me while he chomps down on his sandwich.  I turn my attention to the sub, and tuck in eagerly.  
Mmm, ham, cheese, salad leaves and a crunchy slaw.  
“Thank you.”  I murmur as I chew.
“Which house do we search first?”  Stuart asks, while I close my eyes and chew slowly.
I think back to the list that Stuart printed off at my apartment.  
“There were two in Moscow itself, I think.  A penthouse apartment and a luxury home surrounded by woods.”  I say
“The one closest to Moscow is the penthouse apartment in Beregovaya.”  Mitchell murmurs in-between mouthfuls of sandwich.
“What’s the area like?”  Ryan asks.
“Very posh, very secure.  They have a security guard at the gate and at the main door.”  He replies, then reaches down and takes a sip from my mug.
“The other?”  Pamela asks.
“It’s secluded.  Surrounded by woods and a fifteen foot wall.”  Mitchell answers, placing my mug back down in front of me.
I smile up at him, then take a sip of my black coffee.
“That one would be my bet.  Less people to see him come and go.”  Stuart says, and I nod my head in agreement.
“Where was the restaurant?”  I ask, and take another bite of my ham and cheese sub.
“I don’t what street it was on, but it was above a steak house.”  Mitchell replies.
“Oh, god, don’t mention steak.”  I mutter and close my eyes as my mouth starts watering.
“So are we going after the Russian President as well?”  Ryan asks with a grin.
“You’re definitely not.”  I tell him.
“What?”  He asks.
“We don’t want to start World War Three.”  I tell him, then turn to Pamela.  “Do you think you can search his home and office?  See where he’s been and find out his schedule?”  I ask her, and she sits up rigid, looking around the table, before shaking her head.
“I’m not going on my own. This is Russia we’re talking about.”  Pamela says.
“I’ll go with you.”  Stuart says.
“No.  I’ll go.”  Georgia says and places her hand on Pamela’s.
“You?”  Ryan asks.
Georgia holds up her hands.  “Unless you can read Russian, I’m your next best thing.”
“She’s right.  If we can see where he’s been and who he’s spoken to, that would be better than some scribbled note.  Good thinking, Georgia.”  I say with a smile.
“I’ll go see if Paul has a computer.”  Pamela says, then gets up and leaves the kitchen.
I finish my sandwich and then drink some more coffee, while Stuart looks at Georgia with a puzzled expression.
“Whatever you do,” I tell Georgia.  “Just make sure that no one sees you.”
“Absolutely.”  Georgia replies softly.
“Be aware of security cameras, too.”  Stuart adds in a serious tone, then he gives me a worried look.
“I’ll have her drop me off inside.  She can wait somewhere safe, while I take a good look around.”  Georgia says.
“What if someone sees you?”  Ryan asks.
“They won’t.”  She answers, then fades away to nothing in less than a second.
“Whoa.”  Ryan says, and walks to her chair and puts his hand through where she was sitting.  “Gone.”  He mutters in wonder.
“Step back.”  I tell him, and as he does so, Georgia materializes back in her seat.
“I’ll be fine.”  She says, turning to look at Stuart.  He smiles at her, then looks at me.
“This could work.”  Stuart says.
“It will work,” Mitchell says.  “Now, while you’re checking on the President, we,” He says, pointing to himself, Stuart and me.  “Will check out the house in Nikolina Gora.”
“If he’s there?”  Ryan asks.
“Then we come back for Paul and that shrinking fella.”  Mitchell replies.
“We’ll drop them off outside of Moscow, where they can practice a bit more before, well, before things get interesting.”  I say.
“What about me?  Feels like I’m the only one who doesn’t get to go.”  Ryan says and folds his arms.
“I have a special mission for you.” I tell him.
“Yeah?”  He asks.
“I want you to go to Willow, Alaska.”  I say, and he frowns.
“Alaska?”  Stuart and Ryan ask at the same time.
“What’s there?”  Mitchell asks.
“A new government funded research facility.”  I tell them.  “I want you to infiltrate this place, and find out what you can.  What are they doing?  How many people work there?  Who runs the place?  Got it?”  I tell Ryan, who looks at the table as he listens.
“Right.”  He mutters in response, then looks at me.  “Why?”  He asks me.
“The Secretary of Defense is desperate for me to give him Devlin’s meteorites.  So much so, that he framed me for murder, when I didn’t do as he asked.”  I tell him.
“Damn.”  Ryan says.
“Now, Bill told me that fifty million dollars was set aside last month, strictly for this new facility.”  I explain, and everyone gasps when they hear the figures.
“They want a super army.”  Mitchell says as he walks by me.
“Devlin has started a new arms race.”  Stuart says, and I nod my head.
“And now, everyone wants what he can deliver, with or without him.”  I say.
“That’s why he’s rubbing shoulders with the wealthy?  He’s looking for sponsors?”  Georgia asks.
“Or just buyers.  How much would a country pay for what we can do?”  Mitchell says.
“That’s why we need to find those meteorites first, before anything happens to Devlin.  So we need to make that a priority.”  I say.
“Right.  No meteorites, no powers.”  Ryan says.
“And no Chimera.  They need the meteorites, just like everyone else.”  I tell them.
We all look at each other as the gravity of the situation begins to weigh down on us.
I finish my coffee in silence while the others stare at the table.  Mitchell paces back and forth behind me.
“I’ll see how they’re getting on.”  Mitchell says quietly after a few minutes, then leaves the kitchen.
I think about my dad and Jessica as I sip my coffee.  I miss them so much, but the only way to keep them safe is to keep my distance.  I can’t let anyone know where they are.  I’ve already put them in danger once, I won’t do it again.
After ten minutes, Paul and Maxwell enter the kitchen and make themselves some coffee.  Pamela comes in a few minutes later carrying a laptop.
“Oi, that’s my Dad’s laptop.”  Paul says and puts down his mug.
“Sorry.  I just needed to find a few things.”  Pamela says.
Paul tilts his head and presents his right cheek.
“How about a little sugar, and we’ll call it even?” Paul says.
Pamela spoons some sugar into his mug, then sits down next to Georgia.
“Hey.”  Paul grumbles.
“The President has two properties in Moscow itself, and one here,” She says, pointing to the screen for Georgia to see.
“Dolgaya Luzha?”  Georgia says slowly as she reads.
“It’s where he grew up.  He has a family home there.”  Pamela explains.
“Okay.  Well, ready when you are.”  Georgia says, then gets up from the table.
“One second.”  Pamela says, then presses some buttons on the laptop.  I can’t see the screen from my vantage point, but I can see a few images reflected in her blue eyes.  Her eyes flicker up to the kitchen window, then she gets up and walks to the rear door and opens it.  I get up and walk to the window, and see Pamela walk over to Santiago, who stands in the back yard gazing up at the cloudy sky.  I watch as he turns at her approach, a smile on his face.  She reaches for his hand, and he takes her hand in both of his.  She guides him back to the house.
“What can I do?”  Santiago asks when he enters.
“You can help transport Stuart and Paul.”  I suggest.
“Hey, I transport myself, okay.”  Paul says over his mug of coffee, giving me a disapproving look.
“Just you and me, then.”  Stuart says, looking up at Santiago.
“I’ll take these two.”  I say, gesturing toward Mitchell and Maxwell.  I stand up and pull the silver credit card from my bra, then hand it to Ryan.  “I’m not sure if this will still work or not, but it might come in handy.”
He takes the card and places it inside a small pouch, which looks like it’s made from the same material as his special flame proof costume.  I notice a cell phone in the pouch, before he zips it back up.
“You have roaming?”  Ryan asks Pamela.
She nods her head.  “But don’t call me, okay?  Text me.”  She says, then extends her hand.  “Good luck.”
“You too.”  Ryan says, then heads through the open door before bursting into orange flame.  His fiery form rockets up into the sky with a roar.
Pamela holds out her hand to Georgia.  Georgia makes sure her yellow gloves are on good and tight, then she reaches out to her.
“See you in Moscow.”  Pamela says to us, then she vanishes, along with Georgia, in a burst of dark light, with a faint pop.
I open the locket and place it on the table.
“Let’s go.”  I tell Maxwell, and he finishes his coffee.
Maxwell then stands up and leaps at the table, while shrinking.  He lands near his red mug, the size of an ant, then runs to the locket and climbs in. I snap it shut, then slip the chain over my head.
Santiago and Stuart exit through the rear door, while Mitchell waits for me near the door.  I close my eyes and take a deep breath, then I walk to the door and follow Mitchell out into the back yard.  Paul closes and locks the door behind us, placing the keys in an inner pocket inside his magician costume.  He slips his Zorro eye mask over his head, while Mitchell finishes tying the stars and stripes bandana at the back of his own head.  Mitchell pulls the bandana down until he can see out of the eye holes, then looks up.
“Shall we?”  Mitchell asks.
“Come on, guys.”  Santiago says, wraps his arms around Stuart, then soars into the air like a missile.
I wrap my arms around Mitchell’s waist and take off, while Paul flutters by me quietly.  As I gain altitude, I pick up speed.  To my surprise, Paul is overtaking me.  We pass through the clouds in seconds, then we’re sailing through a clear blue sky.  Santiago takes the lead, while Paul starts to catch up with him.  I gain on them and pull up alongside Paul and Santiago. 
“You’ve grown.”  I say to Paul, and he turns his blond head, looking at me with his blue eyes behind his black Zorro eye mask.
“I think we’ve all changed.  You most of all.”  He replies.
“Let’s hope Devlin hasn’t changed.”  Mitchell says below me.
Moscow, here we come, ready or not.
 



Chapter Twenty Five
 
 
It’s pretty clear that we’ve entered Russian airspace, because I can hear the rockets of several missiles screaming our way.
“Heads up, guys.”  Santiago calls out.
“Paul?”  I ask, when I see the first two gleaming white warheads, three miles out and closing fast.
“Got it.”  Paul replies confidently.
The missiles get within two hundred feet of us, then suddenly explode as they hit an invisible barrier. The flames spread out around us, like they’re engulfing an invisible egg, with us in its center, as we pass through unharmed.
“Wow.  You do come in handy.” Santiago calls out over his shoulder, and grins at us.
Four more missiles come at us from the rear, and again explode two hundred feet away, then we’re speeding through the air, alone again.
After a few more minutes, I hear the first of the fighter engines.  It’s around five miles away, and sounds like it’s south of us.
“We’re gonna have company soon.”  I warn them.
“How long?”  Paul asks.
I listen intently for a second.
“30 seconds.”  I reply.
“Where are we?”  Santiago asks.
“Let’s find out, shall we?”  Paul says, then plummets toward the clouds.
I pitch forward, and whistle to Santiago up ahead.  He looks over his shoulder, and I point down, then accelerate after Paul.  I hear the flap of Santiago’s long hair behind me as I pass through the first cloud.  The fighter is only ten seconds away now, so I push to go faster and soon pass Paul, as I shoot down toward a vast forest near a large town.  I look over my shoulder, but I all I see is cloud, I can only hear the jet as it soars overhead.  I focus back at the scenery beneath me.  A dark looking lake sits to my right, while the forest sits between the simple looking town and the lake.
“The woods.”  I call out, then rush toward the trees, just as machine gun fire blares above us.
As I get lower, I can see the grass and dirt fly up where the bullets hit the ground.  Something pings off of my shoulder and head, then I pull up at the last minute and fly into the forest, destroying one tree as I shoulder my way through, while holding my right hand over the locket.  I end up uprooting three more trees as I dodge more gunfire, while I look up through the canopy. I stop after a second and wait for my friends.
“How I’ve missed this.”  Paul says as he slides to a stop among the moss and roots, breathing hard.
Santiago glides to a stop next to me, brushing leaves and dirt from his green hooded sweater.  I let go of Mitchell, and he checks my shoulder and head.
“I’m okay.”  I tell him.
He smiles, then caresses my left cheek with his fingers.
I hear the jet fly overhead, then the roar of the engines is joined by more roars.
“Hello.  We have more bugs.”  Paul says, then begins walking deeper into the forest.
“Where are we?”  I ask.
Mitchell pulls a cell phone from inside his black and red motorcycle outfit.  After a few minutes of walking Santiago holds up his hand, and stops.
“We’re near St. Petersburg,” Mitchell says, then points to the left.  “It’s around a hundred miles, in that direction.”
“So, where’s Moscow from here?”  Paul asks.
“Ssh.”  Santiago hisses, then looks up at the trees.
I hear some whistling.
“Who’s doing that?”  I ask.
“What the…”  Stuart says and looks up, just as the trees around us explode.
“Shit!”  Paul blurts out and raises his white gloved-hands.
The flames engulf us, but stop six feet away and rise up and over us.  We huddle together in Paul’s bubble of protection while the fires rage.
“Did they just drop bloody napalm?”  Paul asks angrily.
“Geez, these guys aren’t playing around.”  Stuart says, pressing his hand up to the barrier, while the fire rages against it.
“Damn it.  Now what?”  I grumble.
I can’t attack them, I’m an American citizen.  No, but I can play with them.
I pull the chain over my head and open the locket.  Maxwell leaps out and grows to normal size.
“Whoa.  Who started the barbeque?”  He asks, gazing around at the raging fires.
I hand the locket to Santiago.
“I’m gonna lure them away.  Make sure you get them to Moscow.”  I tell him, and he nods.
“Be careful.”  Mitchell says.
“Hey, it’s me.”  I say and grin, before kissing him on the cheek.
“Give me an opening, right there.”  I tell Paul and point up at a spot above my head.
“On three.”  Paul says.
“One.”  I say.
“Two”.  Paul counts.
“Three!”  I call out, then rise up from the leafy ground.  A hole appears in the barrier, and immediately, I can feel the heat from the flames wash over me like warm water.  I fly up through the flames and leave the burning forest behind in a couple of seconds.  I spot the fighters above me to the north.  Three of them.  Dull gray with red stars on their wings and tail wings, and beneath, hang various missiles.  I bank and aim right at them.  The lead aircraft starts to bank toward me, and I stop and hover in the air.  As the other jets get into alignment and aim right at me, I plant my hands on my hips and wait.
The machine guns on the leader light up, and I stare them down, unblinking, as the annoying shells hit me all over and bounce off my face and hands, while they just stick to the suit, until I look like a cactus.  The bullets fall off after a few seconds, and I shake my arms and legs to dislodge the others.
The lead aircraft banks to the right, then the fighter behind lets loose a missile.  I watch it approach, then swat it out of the way with my right hand.  It explodes, and the flames wash over me, but I remain hovering, staring unblinkingly at the fighters.
The last aircraft banks to the left and makes a wide turn, while the others double back for another run.  I look around for the sun, then turn and fly after the jets as they begin to circle.  I accelerate until I’m above one of the fighters, then slow down and knock gently on the canopy.  The pilot’s helmet tilts up, then I see his hands move left, and I rise up as he banks the aircraft quickly away. I hover in the air and wait for them to make their turn, then I give them the finger before rising up above their machine gun fire.  I arch my back and level off, then rotate until I’m looking back down at the ground.  I check the location of the sun again, then I take off toward the north.
I hear the roar of machine gun fire behind me, then I feel the bullets slam into my feet and thighs.  I bank slowly to the east before accelerating to four hundred miles per hour.  I crane my neck down and look past my white pearlescent boots, and see the three fighters in hot pursuit, then three missiles are released, one from each aircraft.  I start to climb toward the gray clouds, then level off a few feet below them.  The vast bank of clouds stretches on for miles in all directions, and look like they’re about to drop rain at any moment.  I press my arms to my sides, brushing some shells off of my thighs, as the lead missile starts to gain on me.
Well, I hope they buy this.
I glide to a stop and turn around, raising my arms to protect my face. 
BOOM!  I quickly plug my ears as the second rocket strikes me in the legs, then the final heatseeker slams into my arms. The explosion forces me back several feet, while the shrapnel bounces off my head and hands, while sticking to my costume.  The flames roar all around me, enveloping me in a ball of fire, at least ten feet in diameter.  I take the opportunity and shoot up through the cloud while the flames block me from their view.  I reach supersonic speeds within a few seconds as I race toward the upper atmosphere.  I inhale fully through my nose while I climb, then hold my breath as my hands start to freeze.  I glide to a stop, then lean over and look down at the clouds drifting by, four miles below me.  I zoom in with my vision, and soon find the three fighters as they circle far below in an ever widening pattern.  I wait and watch for another ten minutes as they search the entire area from north to south, east to west, then they fly away toward the south in formation.  I watch them until they’re forty miles away, then pitch forward and fly toward the clouds.  As soon as I emerge from the last layer of clouds, I bank toward the east, accelerating as I go.  I count to ten, then make a slow turn to the south.  Beneath are small towns and farms, surrounded by lush green pastures and woods full of birds.  The last time I flew over such scenery, it was devoid of life, and overgrown with thorns and weeds.  The difference makes me smile, and the mental image instills a new determination within me.  
I must stop the coming war, no matter what the cost.
A larger village draws closer on my left, so I swerve away to my right and climb above the clouds.  After several minutes, I see a small dot on the horizon, hovering in the air.  I zoom in with my eyes and spot Santiago waving his arms at me.  I thrust my arms forward and accelerate to maximum speed, and soon cover the two hundred miles.  I slow down when I’m ten miles away, then glide to a stop next to Santiago after a few seconds.
“Everything okay?”  I ask him, while I catch my breath.
“You’d better see for yourself.”  He says, then starts to descend toward the clouds.
I follow him down, and when I emerge from the clouds, I bite my lip.
“Oh, crap.”  I mutter.
 



Chapter Twenty Six
 
 
The streets below are full of people.  Not busy, like there’s a great sale on or anything, but a sea of people flooding through the city.  They’re waving flags and banners, and the riot of voices floating up is audible, even from ten thousand feet up.
“What is this?  Is it a protest?”  I ask him. 
“They all seem to be flooding in that direction.”  He says, pointing toward the south.
I zoom in with my eyes and see Red Square and the Kremlin.  Red Square is starting to fill up while more and more people arrive.  There must be over a million people down there.  
What the hell happened?
“Where are the others?”  I ask, suddenly feeling exposed up here.
“This way.”  He says, then takes off toward the west.
As we leave the roar of the masses behind and fly over empty streets, I begin to feel uneasy.  Santiago flies ahead, while I look down at the streets below.  Abandoned cars litter the streets with their doors still left opened.  Through a window, I see inside a grocery store.  Baskets and trolleys full of goods lie abandoned, and no one sits at the checkout.
What the hell is going on?
I look up as Santiago banks to the left, once we pass a wide river, then he heads toward a red and white stadium.  We fly over the seating area canopy, then descend through the center of the stadium toward the neatly clipped grass.  Mitchell is pacing back and forth in his black and red motorcycle outfit, while Pamela, dressed in her green catsuit, consoles a distraught Georgia in her yellow catsuit.
Stuart looks up as I touch down, then Santiago lands next to me and walks over to Pamela and Georgia.
“What the hell is going on?”  I ask Mitchell, looking around, seeing the look of panic in their faces.
“The Russian President is dead.”  Maxwell says.
“How?”  I ask.
“Devlin murdered him, publicly.”  Stuart answers, and I look into his troubled pale brown eyes.
“Publicly?”  I ask.
“He rampaged through the Kremlin. We heard the gunfire from Marcus Saint’s penthouse.”  Mitchell says.
“We switched on the television.  As the news teams arrived, Devlin emerged from within, holding the President by his neck.  He hovered over Red Square, and threw his body at the ground with such force…..”  Stuart says, then closes his eyes. 
“We were a helluva lot closer.”  Pamela grumbles, then rubs Georgia’s back as she starts to tremble.
“Oh my god,” I mutter, then walk over to Mitchell.  “Where is Devlin now?”
“He flew south.  That was ten minutes ago.” He says quietly.  “What do we do, Britney?  Devlin is still an American citizen, whether we like it or not, and now he’s just murdered the Russian President, live on television.”  Mitchell whispers.
“Michael and his advisors certainly have their work cut out for them.” I grumble and shake my head.  “Let them worry about this.  We just need to find this maniac, and find him now.”  I say, then turn to Pamela and Georgia.  “Did you find out anything, before all of this went down?”  I ask them, and step toward them.
Pamela pats Georgia on the back.
“Tell them.”  Pamela says gently.
Georgia wipes the tears from her eyes and takes some deep trembling breaths.
“I was searching the President’s office at the Kremlin,” Georgia says quietly, then takes another shaky breath.  “I was trying to Jimmy the lock on his desk drawer with a paper opener, when I heard quick footsteps outside.  I dropped the paper opener and faded as fast as I could.”  She explains, then closes her eyes.  “The President entered, followed by three of his cabinet ministers.  The ministers sounded angry about something, and were all talking at once at the President.  He remained quiet, and I had to quickly step back as he walked to his desk and sat down.  He just sat there as they rambled on and on in Russian, waving their arms and pointing at him.  That’s when Devlin arrived through the window.”  She says and hangs her head.  “I watched it happen right in front of me.  There was nothing I could do.  He knocked their heads clean off their shoulders with one sweep of his hand.  Then he spoke to the President.”
“And this is when it gets interesting.”  Pamela says, and pats Georgia on the shoulder.
“I’m so sorry you had to witness that, Georgia.”  I say, and she opens her eyes and looks at me as more tears flood down her cheeks.
“Devlin mentioned something about a facility in Pakistan not being ready.  Nothing was as promised, then he pulls four skulls from a green holdall and drops them on his desk.  ‘The little piss-ants who tried to kill me.’  Devlin told the President.”  Georgia says.  “Then he grabbed the President by the neck and lifted him from his seat.  ‘You really are stupid, aren’t you, darling.’  Then he smashed open the doors, and the guards tried to shoot him.”  She shakes her head.  “I can’t get him out of my head.”  She sobs, and I rush forward and cradle her head against my chest.
“I’m sorry.”  I whisper and stroke her blonde hair gently.
“Does Marcus Saint have any houses in Pakistan?”  I ask after five minutes of comforting Georgia.
“Not in Pakistan,” Stuart replies.  “But he has a home in New Delhi, and one in Mumbai.”  Stuart adds after a few seconds.
I look over at Mitchell, then fix Maxwell with a firm look.
“The same drill.  We split up and go to both properties,” I say, then step away from Georgia.  “Except you.”  I tell her.
She nods, and Pamela steps closer and puts her arm around her.
“Take her to our island camp, Hustle, please.  We’ll meet you there, when we’re done.”  I ask Pamela.
“I’m sorry.”  Georgia says, looking around at everyone.
“Hey, you’ve got nothing to be sorry for.”  Paul says, and I nod in agreement.
“See you guys.”  Pamela says and takes hold of Georgia’s hands.
“Please be careful.”  Georgia says, then Pamela winks at Santiago before disappearing, along with Georgia, in a flash of dark light, and a faint pop.
“Come one guys, let’s get the hell out of here.”  I say, then hold out my hand to Mitchell.
Maxwell shrinks and climbs inside the locket, then Santiago slips it over his head.  Stuart wraps his arms around Santiago’s neck, then they take off.  I turn and let Mitchell wrap his arms around my waist, then grab his arms and give them a squeeze, before rising up from the soccer field.  Paul rises up quickly and passes me as we ascend toward the gray clouds, as gunfire starts to ring out from Red Square.
 
We maintain a height of two hundred feet as we pass into Kazakhstan.  We all fly close together, with Paul up front.  His invisible barrier protects us from half a dozen rockets, and twenty or more sudden bursts of gunfire as we fly over several mountain ranges.  We press on and I decide to avoid Afghanistan and take a detour to the south east.  After an hour, we soon pass into Chinese airspace.  The change in the scenery is gradual. Dirty looking brown mountains turns to snowcapped mountain peaks within a few minutes, then ten minutes later, we’re flying over fields and rivers.
“Give me that address again.”  I ask Stuart, as he clings to Santiago’s back.
“It’s just off Juhu Beach, near Santa Cruz.”
“Which side of Mumbai is it?”  I ask as we pass over a huge reservoir.
“West.”
“We’ll approach it from the north.”  I tell Mitchell over my shoulder, as he lies on my back with his arms wrapped around my waist.
“Right.”  Mitchell replies.
“Whatever happens,” I call out to Santiago and Paul, and they turn and look back at me.  “We meet back at the island.”  I tell them, and they nod.
“Good luck.” I call out to Santiago and Paul as I start to accelerate.  
“See you soon.”  Paul shouts, then I pull away and start to bank toward the south east.
I sure hope so, Paul.
“Hang on.”  I warn Mitchell, and I feel his arms tighten their grip around me.
I thrust my arms forward and will myself to supersonic speeds.  The scenery below changes from green to a sandy brown color, then we’re passing high above snowcapped mountains, then deep green fields and forests.  I skim the tops of trees by a hundred feet, making them sway in my wake, and causing birds to flock to the skies behind me.  I hear the flap of their wings and their startled cries and squawks far behind me.  As the land starts to rise I angle myself upward and lift my feet.  I focus all of my attention on what is directly ahead of me and also what is fifty-five miles ahead of me in either direction that might intercept me.  Thankfully the skies are mostly clear.  The occasional light aircraft buzzes through the sky above me, but I don’t worry about them, it’s the ones taking off that concern me, as I might not see them in time.  As I rocket over the land, it changes again.  Now it’s a barren dusty land, filled with white stone dwellings.  I climb higher, and as I gaze ahead, I see a group of twenty tanks making their way across a black scorched earth.  I swerve to the left and put some distance between us.  After a few more seconds, I zoom in with my vision and scan the horizon from left to right.  I catch a glimpse of blue to our right, so I bank slowly in that direction.  We reach the coastline in minutes.
I glide to a stop above the grey rolling ocean, while twenty foot waves pound against a sand bar, three hundred feet from the coastline.  I rotate in the air then take off to the south, following the irregular coastline, ascending as I go, until we’re ten thousand feet up.  We fly over land that juts out to sea near a huge river mouth, then follow the curve of the land as it flows south east before becoming a straight line of beachfront.
“What do we do if he’s here?”  Mitchell asks over my shoulder.
“What we must.”  I answer grimly, as I focus on the thin stretch of beach below.
As I fly south, the beach starts to widen, and the wet sand reflects the orange sky.  Thousands upon thousands of people are on the beach below.  There are so many that they look like black ants ravaging a peach.  I can only assume they are waiting for the spectacular sunset, which is only minutes away.  I fly inland three hundred feet and climb again.  I don’t want anyone to notice us, especially Devlin, if he’s even here.  I slow down when I start to see road signs below stating Mumbai is five miles away.
“Okay, which house?” I ask as I glide to a stop fifteen thousand feet above a hotel complex.
“It’s not exactly a house.” Mitchell says over my shoulder.  “Marcus Saint owns a hotel near Juhu Beach.  His private quarters occupy the top floor.”  He adds, then I feel him shuffle behind me.
“Do you know the name of the hotel?”  I ask.
“Just a second.”  He says, then his hands appear before me as he hangs his arms over my shoulders.  
I watch as he switches his cell phone on, then he begins checking his notes.
“The Golden Thistle.”  Mitchell says, then his hands disappear briefly as he puts his cell phone away.
I zoom in with my vision and scan every hotel along Juhu Beach far below.  It doesn’t take me long to locate the garish hotel with the golden thistle above the main entrance.
“Ready?”  I ask him as I take off toward the north.
“We have to tread carefully here, Britney.” He warns me.
“Stealth mode.  Got it.”  I reply as I make a B-Line for the roof of the lilac painted hotel.
“We have to go super-fast inside.” He says in his cute serious voice.  “We don’t stop once.  In and out like ghosts, so they don’t catch us on film, because I bet you ten bucks, that place is loaded with CCTV.”
“I bet I can go faster than you.”  I wink at him over my shoulder, seconds before I touch down on the hotel roof.
As soon as my feet hit the cream colored concrete, I race to the roof door and pull it from its hinges, snapping the doorframe.  I don’t slow down, I tear down the three flights of steps and shoulder my way through the next door.  I turn left and head to the first door I see, while Mitchell heads right.  I greet the hotel door with my shoulder.  The first room is empty, so I start opening drawers and closets.  Nothing of interest, so I charge out of the room and zoom over to the next room door.  I see security cameras in the upper corners of the rooms, but I’m going so fast, I probably look like a white blur.  Again, there’s nothing, not even any personal photos or trinkets.  Two rooms further down the corridor, and we finally find something.  Devlin’s not here, but it does look like he was here at some point.  His bamboo knitting needles are lying on the bedside table, and a dog basket is lying on the floor near the bed.  I grab the knitting needles and head back into the hallway.  Mitchell emerges from another room, a black and red blur, and races past me toward the roof stairwell.  I hear someone punching a code into the hallway door, but then I’m up the stairwell and out on to the roof.  I grab Mitchell’s wrist with one hand, then launch us both into the peach colored sky.
Once we’re several thousand feet up, I step on the gas and head north.
“Did you find anything useful?”  I ask, then bank to the right and look ahead.
“USB pen drive, and another ring.”  He replies as he dangles from my arm.
“What’s with the pen drives and rings?”  I ask. 
I need time to think.
I pull Mitchell up and wrap my arm around his waist, while he places a thick muscular arm around my slender waist.
“Why would he have identical rings in each location?”  Mitchell asks.
Marcus Saint and Devlin De Marco both have the same rings.  Why?
“We’re missing something important, here.”  I reply.
“Hopefully, Georgia can help.”  Mitchell says.
“We need to find the others.  Can you call them?”  I ask, as I descend toward the roof of a restaurant.
“I’ll try.”  He says as I touch down.
He removes the phone from inside his motorcycle outfit, as he hands me the USB pen drive and the gold signet ring.  While he dials, I examine the ring carefully.  A single round cut ruby set in thick gold.  Probably 24 carat gold, and the blood red ruby must be one carat at least by the size of it.  I turn it over and notice an inscription on the inside of the band. 
The lion roars.  What?
“Hey, Warlock.  Have you found him?”  Mitchell speaks into the cell phone after a few minutes of waiting.  “Damn.  Did you find anything at all?  No.  Well, we might have found something.  We need to get Stateside ASAP.  We’ll meet at the island.  Okay, see you guys soon.  Be careful.”  Mitchell hangs up, and I lift the ring up for him to see the inscription.
“Did the one you find have the same inscription?”  I ask, as he turns his back to the setting sun and looks at the ring.
“I’m not sure.” He shrugs then hands the ring back to me.  “Maybe it’s a British thing?”  He says, then holds out his hand.  “Let’s go.”
I shove the pen drive and ring inside my bra, then pull the zip back up.  I keep the bamboo knitting needles in my left hand while I take Mitchell’s hand.  He steps closer and wraps an arm around me, pulling me tighter.
“We’re going to stop them.  I promise.”  He says, and I press my cheek to his chest and close my eyes.
“I hope so.” I say, then rise up from the roof, accelerating as I climb.  I open my eyes and look up at him.  
I can’t bear to lose you again.
I smile up at him, then look past his shoulder as I angle toward the now red sun.
Where are you hiding, Devlin?
 
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
 
 
I pass over Morocco, and soon leave Africa far behind.  I skim waves by several feet, as I fly us across the Atlantic Ocean.  I zoom in and scan the darkening horizon, switching to night vision when the light fades completely.  After fifteen minutes, I make a slow turn to the north and head toward Canada, when I see the lights of New York up ahead.
I’m itching to see the island training camp again.  It’s been ages since I last saw it.  
After I pass by Halifax, Nova Scotia, I make a wide turn to the north west, while I ascend to twenty thousand feet in a flash.  I see through gaps in the clouds below, then after a few minutes the clouds start to disappear, and I see the dark ground far below.  I look ahead and catch a glimmer of moonlight on water.  I head toward the Great Lakes, and start to slow down when Hudson Bay fills my vision.  I locate the island that resembles a giant porcupine and make a B-Line for it.
“Psst.  Is anyone here?”  I call out when my white boots touch down on the brown dirt.  
I let go of Mitchell, and he instantly vanishes in a dark blur through the dark woods that ring the island.  He returns two seconds later and holds his hand out to me.
“They’re here.”  He says, and I hold his hand while we walk casually around the tall pine trees.
I breathe in deeply as we walk.  
I love the smell of pine.
When we emerge from the woods and I see the clearing with the log cabins, I start to mist up.  I instinctively look to the right and look at the hill where Beth and I sat, discussing Mitchell.  I sigh, and bring my focus back to the clearing as Paul and Stuart emerge from the largest log cabin.
“Hey, guys.”  I greet them as they get closer.
“So, what did you find?”  Stuart asks, while Paul bumps fists with Mitchell.
I hold out the knitting needles.
“Where’s Georgia?”  I ask while he looks at the needles in my hand with a confused look.
“The small cabin.”  Stuart replies, thumbing over his right shoulder.
“Run into any trouble?”  Mitchell asks while I head past Stuart and float toward the smaller log cabin on the west side of the clearing.
“Iraqi air space was interesting.”  Paul says with a chuckle behind me, then I’m knocking on the cabin door.
“Georgia?”  I call out quietly.
“Come in.”  Her voice answers after a second.
When I open the door, I find her sitting on the wood floor with the black journal in front of her, next to a writing pad and pen.
“Hey.”  I greet her as I enter and close the door.
“Hey.”  She answers back as she looks up.
“How are you?”  I ask, and sit down on the floor opposite her.
She shrugs, then points to the black journal on the floor.
“I thought that if I had more time, I might learn more.”  She says with a sad smile.
“Did you?”
She nods, then slides the writing pad over to me.  I hold out the bamboo knitting needles to her.
“I was hoping you could work your magic on these.”  I ask, and she looks inquisitively at them.
“Are they…”
“Devlin’s knitting needles.”  I explain, and she recoils.
“I’m not sure I want to touch his things.”  Georgia says and pulls her hand back.
“We need to know where he’s been.  I need your help.  Please.”  I tell her.
“Eww.”  She groans, then reaches for the needles.
“Thank you.”  I say, then she takes a breath and closes her eyes and holds out her hand.
I place both knitting needles on her palm, and she instantly tenses.  I watch as her face becomes calmer, then her breathing starts to become shallow.
“Rage.  So much hate, Britney.  You took away everything from him, and now he has to live out of other people’s pockets.  I can see him complaining to his pet dog about it.  The gold made him some new friends, but when the money ran out, they abandoned him.”  Georgia’s voice comes out as a whisper.
“Money doesn’t buy you everything, it seems.”  I say.
“I see a small smart dressed man with very blond hair.  He’s talking to Devlin about the warlord.  Someone else is in the room.”  She says quietly.
“Who?”  I ask and lean forward.
“A prince.  Tall, lean and with a black beard.  Olive skinned with placid eyes, like pools of oil.”
“What?  Does he have a hawk-face?”
“His face looks like it was chiseled from sandstone.”
“It’s him.  Do you hear anyone mention his name?”  I ask in excitement at this new development.
“Mr. Saint calls him Sheikh Faizal.”
I raise my left wrist up to my mouth.
“I hope you’re still listening, Bill.  Sheikh Faizal met with Marcus Saint and Devlin.”  I say, then look back at Georgia as she sits with her eyes closed.
“They’re talking about you.”  Georgia mutters, before her eyes flutter open.  “And your family.”
“What?  My family?”  I ask and I’m on my feet at once.
“Some experiment.  Devlin doesn’t like it.  The Sheikh offers him one hundred million dollars for his assistance.  Devlin doesn’t like the look of the man.  He turns his offer down, then leaves.  He took his knitting needles with him.”
“When was this?”  I ask her, with one hand on the door handle.
“Three days ago.”
“I’ll be back as soon as I can.  Thanks, Georgia.”  I say, then I’m out and take to the starry sky.
Damn. Why is Marcus and this Dubai Devil interested in my family?  What do they want?
I climb to twenty thousand feet in seconds, and blaze my way through the night air toward Minneapolis.
I hope they’re okay.  Please let them be okay.
My fear of what I might find pushes me faster than I’ve ever gone before.  I’m descending toward Falcon Heights a minute later.  I switch to night vision as I slow down, and frantically search for my grandparent’s house.  Once found, I take a deep breath and drop to the back yard.  I can hear the family next door having dinner.  A couple of dogs nearby bark, setting off a few more dogs in the area.
I stare at the dark house, while my heart hammers in my dry throat. I race to the rear door and turn the handle.  It opens.
Unlocked.  Shit!
“Dad?  Jessica?  Granny, Gramps?”  I call out as I close the door behind me and step into the dark kitchen.
Nothing.
I float out into the hallway and then stop and listen.  I hear ragged breathing coming from upstairs.  I quickly check the living room, then I fly upstairs.  I switch the light on and begin opening doors.  
“No!”  I groan, and drop to my knees when I see Granny and Gramps stretched out on their bed.
I hang my head and shut my eyes when I see their throats have been slit.  Tears roll down my cheeks while I force the bile back down.  I climb to my feet and stagger from the room as my body temperature starts to climb.  With a trembling hand, I open the next door.
Jessica lies on the green carpet in a small pool of blood.  
“Jess!”  I scream and rush over.
“Jess?”  I say gently as I kneel down and touch her shoulder.
“Mmmm.”  She groans, and I see her head move.
“I’m here.  Don’t move.”  I say and stroke her blood soaked head.
DAD!
I get up and race to the last room and find the door is slightly ajar.  I push the door open.
“No.”
My dad is lying on his stomach in a pool of blood.
“Dad!”  I scream and touch his shoulder gently.  “It’s me, Dad.”  I say and gently shake him.  “Please, don’t be dead.”
“Britney?”  I hear a familiar voice call out from downstairs.
I race to the landing and look down the stairs.
“Pamela?”  I call out.
“Georgia told me.  Are they alright?”
“No.  They need help.”  I sob, and I’m about to go back to Dad, when a crazy idea enters my head.  “Go to Willow, Alaska and find Ryan.  Then get Mitchell and Paul.  Hurry.”  I urge her and brush tears from my eyes, then go back into the room where my dad lies unmoving on the carpet.
“Dad?  Dad?”  I say and shake him gently.
His left hand moves slightly, so I lean forward and roll him over on to his back.  His bloodied face is a mask of pain as he tries to breathe.
“Ma, Pa?”  He asks after coughing up some blood.
“I got here too late.  I’m so sorry, Dad.”
He closes his eyes, and he starts to tremble.  I see three bullet holes in his chest.  They missed his heart, thank god, but they’ve probably punctured a lung and hit other vital organs.  I pull him to me and cradle his damp head in my lap.  I stroke his stubbly cheek while I try and take it all in.
They murdered my grandparents and fatally wounded my dad and sister.  Who?  Marcus Saint or Sheikh Faizal?
“Britney?”  I hear Mitchell’s voice from the hallway.
“In here.”  I call out.
I hear his heavy footsteps, then they stop at the door.
“Oh my god.”
“Did she bring Ryan?”  I ask as I stroke my dad’s cheek.
“Yeah, he’s right behind me.”
“Hey.”  I hear Ryan from the door.
“Is the facility in Willow what I think it is?”  I ask.
“Yeah.”
“Is it operational?”
“Umm, I think so.”
“Mitchell, go get Jessica from the other room.”  I tell him, while I scoop my dad up in my arms and stand up.
I walk toward the door, while Mitchell heads into the other room.  I hear a gasp, then he emerges with Jessica in his arms.
“Pamela?”  I call out, and she steps closer, and holds out her arms.
“Take care of them until I return.”  I say, and place Dad in her arms, then turn and enter the room I found Dad in.
I open the window and hop out.  I shoot up toward the stars, then line myself up with the moon before accelerating.
Faster, Britney.  I can’t fail.  I must be quick.
Within a few seconds, I feel the air start to thin.  I take in a big gulp of air, then hold my breath.  As I leave Earth’s atmosphere, I don’t slow down.  I fly toward the moon like a rocket.  After around five minutes, which feels more like thirty, I bank to the right as I approach and fly around to the dark side of the moon.  I switch to night vision and find the rock I inscribed and my footprints in moments.  I dig.
Once I have the two metal cases, I take off and fly around the dark surface of the moon, until I can see the Earth in the distance.  I rocket back toward Earth like a comet.
 
Mitchell turns when I emerge from the room carrying the two metal cases.
“Pamela, take us to the facility in Willow.”  I say, and Ryan puts his arms around my waist, while Pamela grips his arm while holding on to my dad.
Mitchell grips my left wrist, while Pamela holds on to two of his fingers.  Paul stands in the middle, and places his white-gloved hands over Jessica and my Dad.
I nod to Pamela, and she closes her eyes.  I feel like I’m being pulled forward and stretched.  I close my eyes and maintain my grip on the two cases.  My ears pop, then I open my eyes.
We’re inside a room the size of a school gymnasium, only this room has at its center a familiar round machine.
“Lay them down, there.”  I say, pointing to a spot on the black tiled floor near the strange machine.  “Warlock.  Guard duty.”  I say, then I kneel down and begin to open the frozen cases.
“What are you doing?”  Mitchell asks as he sets Jessica down gently.
“Saving them, I hope.”  I reply and check the meteorites.
I choose the black rock with pale blue crystals that’s peppered with small silver blobs.  I set it on the metal table that is set before the machine, then float over to the machine and flip the on switch.  Everyone backs away as the machine starts to turn and whine.
“No one gets in.”  I tell Paul, and he focuses on the only two doors into this room.
The whine gets louder as the machine spins faster.
Come on.  Please work.
The blue crystals start to glow.
“Oh, great. Here we go again.”  Blaze says as he watches.
“I can’t believe we’re doing this.  This is nuts.”  Pamela says.
“And I can’t believe people tried to murder them.”  I say pointing to the prone figures of my Dad and Jessica, as they lie unmoving on their backs.
The blue light washes over their bodies as the crystals pulse.  I can hear people outside of the room, hammering on the door.
“Warlock, push them farther back.”  I ask, then the hammering stops.
I wait five minutes, then I float forward and exchange the black meteorite for the orange one.  In seconds, the purple crystals start to glow and pulse.
“Crash?”  I call out as I step away.
He walks quickly over and I take his hand and lead him to the two metal cases.
“Which meteorites did they use on you?”  I ask, and point down to the open cases.
He blinks, then looks down and points.
“The red one with black crystals, and that yellow one with the green crystals.”  He says, then steps back as I kneel down and pull them out of their foam packaging.
I let the purple light bathe them for a few more minutes, then I step forward and replace the orange rock for the red one with black crystals.
After a few minutes, they both sit up.  I rush over to them and kneel down, throwing my arms around their necks.
“How are you feeling?”  I shout above the whine of the strange machine.
“Strange.”  Jessica shouts back.
“What are you doing?”  Dad asks, and stares wide-eyed around the room.  “Where are we?”
“You’re safe.  No one will ever harm you again.”  I tell them.
The gray light emanating from the black crystals makes me feel weird too.  I feel a little light-headed.  I gasp when I see the bullet holes in Dad and Jessica start to close.
Dad and Jessica climb unsteadily to their feet.
“Don’t move.  Not yet.”  I tell them, then quickly change the red meteorite for the yellow one.
The green crystals flare to life and bathes them in a pale green light.  Dad and Jessica look at each other in wonder as they move their arms and clench their fists.  I wait five minutes, then float over to the strange machine and flip the off switch.
“Step aside.”  Paul says, and waves me out of the way.
I float over to Dad and Jessica, then hear a metallic grinding noise behind me, followed by a deafening crack.  I turn around and watch as the machine detaches from the high ceiling, then starts to crumple and shatter.  Large chunks of the machine is torn away, and with a flick of Paul’s wrist, are sent hurtling toward the other end of the room.  In seconds, there is nothing left but a heap of scrap metal.
“Hustle, get them out of here.”  I ask, while I put the meteorites back into the cases.
I hear the familiar faint pop behind me, while I close the metal cases.
I walk over to Blaze and Warlock, and Mitchell follows.  Pamela appears after a few seconds, then she takes a deep breath and holds out her hands to us.  Mitchell wraps his arm around my shoulders, while I hold on to the two metal cases.  I see the burst of dark light, and close my eyes.
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
 
 
“What have you done to us?”  Dad asks as he sits on the couch, looking at his hands.
“Never mind what I’ve done.  Who did this to you?”  I say, pointing to the bullet holes in their bloodstained clothing.
“I don’t know.  They wore masks.”  He says, then closes his eyes.  “Ma and Pa are dead, aren’t they?”  He asks and starts to sob.
I nod numbly, then wrap my arms around his neck and start to cry, as he breaks down, shaking and groaning out loud as he clings to me.  I feel Jessica’s arm around my shoulders, then her face presses against my right cheek.
I feel so angry that I want to scream.  Robbed of my grandparents, when I only just got them back.  
Who did this?  Who tried to take my family from me?
My anger starts to well up inside of me, pushing my grief to one side as it takes center stage.
“Why did they do this?  They never hurt anyone.”  Dad groans.
“I don’t know.  But they’re gonna pay.”  I say and wipe a tear from my eye.
“They had funny accents.”  Jessica says. 
“Have a shower, get changed, then call the police and report this.”  I tell them and stand up.
“I’ll burn your clothes.”  Ryan says from the doorway.
“What are you talking about?”  Dad asks in shock.
“You’ll need to make up one helluva good story to account for your survival.”  Paul explains.
“Tell the police what they need to know.  Leave the rest to us.”  Mitchell says, putting his hand on my shoulder. “We’d better get those hidden.” He says, pointing to the two metal cases.
“This is how he did it, isn’t it?”  Dad asks, and moves one of the cases with his foot.
“It was that, or watch you die.  I’ve already lost my mom.”  I say and start to tear up again. “I can’t lose you too.”  I say, and hug my dad again as he reaches for me.
“I don’t want to lose you either, Pumpkin.” Dad says and strokes my hair.  “Just don’t get lost out there, okay.  You’re still my daughter, right?”  He says, and I pull away and nod.
“They can’t hurt you now.”  I say, and he sighs and strokes my cheek.
“You can wait down here, while we get changed.”  Dad says, turns and looks up at Ryan, who’s leaning against the doorframe.
“Whatever you hear about Cosmic Girl, don’t believe it.”  I say, then head for the door.
“Burn their clothes, then head to the island.”  I tell Ryan.
“Umm, what then?”  Ryan asks.
“We’re gonna go and shake down a Sheikh.”  I say, then pat him on the shoulder before heading down the hallway to the kitchen.
“I’m coming with you.”  I hear Jessica call out, as she emerges from the living room.
“It’s too dangerous, Jess.  You need to learn what you can do first.” I tell her.  “And Dad’s gonna need you now, more than ever.”  I add then continue through the kitchen to the rear door.
“I need training, right?  Where can I practice?”  Jessica asks, and I turn around and look at Pamela.
“Are you okay to put her through her paces?”  I ask Pamela.
“Yeah, sure.”  Pamela says, then turns to Jessica.  “Pack some food and drinks.  We’ll leave as soon as you’re ready.”  Pamela tells Jessica, and she gets right to work loading groceries into some shopping bags.
“Pack some for me, too.”  Dad says as he steps into the kitchen.  “But we need to call the police first, honey.”  He adds.
I turn and smile apologetically up at him.
“Go easy on them.”  I tell Pamela, then I open the rear door and look up at the moon.
“I’ll meet you at the island.”  I tell Mitchell.
“Where are you going?”  He asks.
“I need to hide these again.”  I tell him.  “It’s best if we weren’t here when the police arrive.”  I add, then turn and take to the skies.
 
After the two metal cases are buried once more on the dark side of the moon, I fly back to Earth as fast as I can.  Once I get to below the second layer of clouds, I feel something hit and stick to my left thigh.  I look over my shoulder as I slow down, and see four pairs of red wing lights, just over a mile behind me.  
“Yep, figures.”  I say aloud, when I hear the hiss of four rockets launch.  They light up the aircraft momentarily, before shooting toward me.  I glide to a stop and turn to face them.
I wave at the pilots, then smack and kick the first missile when it gets close enough.  I close my eyes at the explosion and flames, then swat at the air in front of me blindly.  I make contact, and after a few more booms and the rush of warmth fades, I open my eyes and brush some hair away from my face.  The planes fly past me, and so I turn and track their progress through the dark sky.  They bank to the south and disappear into some dense clouds.  
I brush the shrapnel and bullets from my costume, while I wait for the flyboys to come back.  A dozen bullets slam into my left cheek and neck before I can raise my arm up.  As they emerge from the clouds to my left, I turn and face them with my arms folded.  One of them lets loose with another missile, while the others simply pass me by.  I glide to the side and grab the rocket as it gets closer, then snap it over my knee, making it explode right in my face.
I cough and spit out small chunks of metal, then smooth my hair back.  The planes turn and head north east, except one.  A fighter makes a wide turn, then flies right in front of me.  I take off after him, and catch up after a few seconds.  I knock gently on his canopy, and he unclips his breathing mask.
“Hi.”  I shout through the canopy, as I fly alongside him.
“I don’t know what you’ve done now, but the top brass are not happy.”  He shouts back.
“Yeah, I got the message.”  I reply.  “But, I’m not your enemy.”  I add.
“What happened in Russia?  We heard that you and Devlin killed the President.  Is that true?”  He shouts.
“Devlin killed him, not me.  I’m trying to find and stop Devlin.  By the time I got to Moscow, he had already fled.”  I shout back.
“You’d better tell someone high up, before they really bring out the big guns.”
“I’ll try, when I have time.  I got a job to do first.”
“So have we.  Don’t take this personal, okay?”
I hear the roar of engines, then turn to see three fighters bearing down on me.  The pilot hits his afterburners and gets out of here, as the first burst of machine gun fire erupts from the lead aircraft.
Geez, I really gotta speak to Bill about what happened.
I turn and head south while the bullets slam into my back and legs and stick for a few seconds.  I thrust my arms forward and accelerate to supersonic speed, while I climb to the upper atmosphere, where the air is thinner.  The clouds blur by below like ghosts in a sea of darkness.  
After a few minutes, I bank to the south west and switch to night vision.  The roar of the jet fighters is now just a memory, as I zoom in with my vision and look ahead.
The terrain becomes flat and familiar after a few more minutes, then I spot the two mountain ranges up ahead that open up to reveal a wide flat valley of dry cracked earth.  I slow down and start my descent toward the razor wire topped fence.  As I pass the first guard tower, a red light starts to flash and rotate above the hangar door.  From the far right of the hangar entrance, three Humvees approach as I glide to a stop and touch down.  
The first Humvee skids to a stop a few feet from me, and the passenger door opens.  A middle-aged man in brown combat fatigues, sporting a serious medal collection on his left breast, steps out and draws his sidearm.
“Whoa.”  I say and hold up one hand.  “No need to be rude.”
“You’re under arrest.”  He growls in a low voice, then the other Humvees stop, and five heavily armed soldiers climb out.
“Where’s Bill?”  I ask, then float by him toward the hangar entrance.
“He has been removed from command.”  The older soldier says from behind me as I open the hangar door and look inside.
“Bill?”  I shout.
I hear a gun shot, and feel a bullet hit my right shoulder.  I turn around and glare at him.
“Put that away before you hurt yourself.”  I tell him.
“Don’t just stand there, arrest her.”  He barks at his men.
They look at each other nervously.
“Colonel, how do we do that, sir?”  One of them asks, raising his assault rifle hesitantly.
“Look, I haven’t got much time to waste, so I’ll give you the short version.” I tell the Colonel.  “I was framed for a murder I didn’t commit, probably by the same son of a bitch who sent you here to remove Bill from command.  Plus, on top of that, Devlin murdered the Russian President, and is still at large, getting up to goodness knows what.”  I say red-faced.
“Now, are you going to help me stop Devlin, or are you going to follow your orders like a mindless drone?”  I say, raising my voice, then fold my arms and stare at him.
He steps toward me, aiming his pistol at my nose.
“A solder follows orders.  That comes with the job.”  He says, shoving the tip of his gun against my nose.  “That doesn’t make me a drone.”
“Prove it.”  I reply.
He frowns and glances over his shoulder briefly.
“Look.  No one needs to know you helped me.  We’re all friends here.”
“That remains to be seen.”  He replies.
“If I was as bad as Devlin, you would all be dead by now.  Seeing as you’re not, I would take that as a good sign.”  I say.
“Where are the items?”  He asks and starts to lower his gun.
“Somewhere safe.  Now, where the hell is Bill?”
“He’s under house arrest, pending the hearing.”  The Colonel says, holstering his side arm finally.
“I assume his phones are tapped?”  I ask.
He stares blankly back at me.
“Before he left, did he leave any message for me?”  I ask.
“An envelope was addressed to you.  I was going to burn it.”
“Do you still have it?”
“Guard the entrance.”  He tells his men, then he walks past me into the hangar.
I follow him inside and switch to normal vision, as he stops the silent alarm and switches the lights on.  He marches with long confident strides to the left and heads toward Bill’s command unit.  
I notice how quiet it is as we walk.  This place is usually filled with staff and soldiers.  Now, we’re the only ones here.
He opens the door and steps inside.  I stop at the door and watch him as he walks to a metal desk, then unlocks it with a key from his pocket.
“Here.”  He says gruffly, then hands me a sealed envelope.
It’s a plain white envelope, with Cosmic Girl written elegantly on the front in black marker.  I step outside as I tear it open, then turn so I’m facing the Colonel, as he steps from the command hut.  I keep a watchful eye on him as I read.
I have news.  Come and get me.
Bill has written his address below.  It’s just outside of Las Vegas.
“Well, I’ll be off, then.”  I say, sliding the note inside my bra, then zipping myself up again in a flash.
“Where are the meteorites?”  He asks, stepping in front of me with his hand on his pistol grip.
“You need to know something, and by all means, pass this message along,” I tell him, then place a hand on his shoulder and step closer.  “As long as I’m still breathing, I will make sure that no one ever uses them again.  Ever.”  I walk past him and head for the hangar entrance.
“We don’t want to use them.”  He calls out.
I stop and look over my shoulder at him.
“Don’t be so naïve.”  I say, then turn and fly through the entrance and take to the starry sky.
Boy, things are such a mess.  I hope Bill has got some good news.
 
 



Chapter Twenty Nine
 
 
I maintain my height at ten thousand feet as I fly around the outskirts of Las Vegas, avoiding the light coming from the Luxor as I head toward the southeast.  After I’ve passed the bright lights of the casinos on Las Vegas Boulevard, I switch to night vision as I scan the streets for the right address.  I slow down once I’m over the suburb of Henderson, and see two sedans parked outside a simple house on Strider Drive.  The cars don’t have any license plates, so I glide to a stop and pull out Bill’s note.  
Yep, that’s the one.
I put the note back, then examine the house and back yard.  A light shines from one of the windows, illuminating a man smoking a cigarette in the small courtyard to the rear of the building.  I zoom in with my vision and check who he is.  He’s not familiar.  Bill must be inside.  I close my eyes and focus with my hearing, concentrating on the house far below.  After a few seconds, I begin to hear faint voices.
“No, I don’t want a drink.”  A man says.
“Are you sure?  I’m having another one.”  I hear Bill’s voice.  
“You know I’m on duty, Bill.”
“It’s a single malt.”  Bill says teasingly.
The other man sighs, and I hear a creak of leather.
“Do you have any idea how much trouble you’re in?”  The other man asks.
“I’m not an idiot, Steve. You’re sure you don’t want one?”  Bill says amiably.
“Damn it, Bill.  They’re talking about treason.”
“They just don’t want egg on their face, Steve.  If the media got wind of what they’ve been up to……well, it wouldn’t be pretty.”  Bill says.
“All you had to do was control the freak.  Why couldn’t you just do your damn job?”
“Do you have children, Steve?”
“No.”
“Well, when you do, then maybe you’ll understand.”  Bill says sadly, then I hear a gulp.
I open my eyes, then focus my attention back at the roof of the house, and switch to thermal vision.  I see two heat signatures in the house, and move to my left until I’m over them.  Once I’m happy with my position, I free fall in-between them.  I aim feet-first at the roof as I drop from the dark sky like a rock.  I hit the roof with a thump, shattering the shingles and wooden beams as I crash through.  I stop before I hit the tiled floor, and switch to super speed mode as I look around wildly.  A man in a white shirt and black pants is still recoiling from the damaged roof, his left arm is still rising up to cover his face, while debris falls down in major slow-mo.  Bill is dressed in blue sweats and a white vest.  His drink is still in his hand as he steps back slowly.  I quickly wrap one arm around him, then launch back up through the ceiling, while shielding his head with my other hand.  Before the men can even get out of their cars, I’m soaring through the darkness at five thousand feet, heading east.
“Geez.  What the hell?”  Bill blusters, then I look down at him, and his eyes start to focus.
“Hey, Bill.”  I say, then he starts to laugh.
“You scared the crap out of me.” He says, then looks around.  “Shit, I dropped my drink.”
I bank to the left and start to head north, dropping to below two hundred feet after I’ve passed over the Grand Canyon.
“You said you had news.”  I tell him, as I switch to night vision again and scan the horizon for any unfriendly air traffic.
“News?  Right.” I hear him let out a belch, then I feel his fingers on my cheek.  “What the hell happened in Moscow?”  He asks.
“Devlin happened.”  I answer, and try to concentrate as I look left and right.
“That bastard.  Why isn’t he bloody dead yet?”
“How much have you had to drink?”  I ask, as I climb to avoid a small aircraft that’s coming in to land.
“Not enough.” He groans.  “I’m bloody ruined.  You know that?”
“Is it because of Willow?”  I ask cautiously.
“What do you bloody think?  I tell you about this new facility, then you go and demolish five million dollars’ worth of equipment.”
“How do they know you told me?”  I ask.
“Why else would they have me over a barrel?”  He answers, and I start to notice the alcohol on his breath.
“They tried to kill my family, Bill.”  I tell him, then make a slow turn toward the east when I see a large mountain range looming on the horizon, three hundred miles away.
“Who?”
“I think it was arranged by some Arab prince.  A Sheikh Faizal.”
“A Sheikh?”  Bill mutters, then lets out another belch, which makes my eyes water.
“He knows Marcus Saint.”  I tell him.  “He and Marcus had a meeting with you-know-who?”  I add, which makes him sigh in frustration.
“One more thing.”  I say, then switch back to normal vision and look down at him, as he dangles in my arms.  “This Sheikh, is the Dubai Devil.”
“Are you sure?”  He asks in a more serious tone.
“One hundred percent.  Is the name familiar?”  
“There’s a lot of Faizals out there.”  He says.  “But I do remember a telephone transcript that I read yesterday morning.”  He adds.  “Let me think, what did it say?”  He mumbles, then lets out a groan.  “God, I need coffee.”
“I’ll see what I can do.”  I tell him, and he looks down.
“Where the hell are we going?  You do actually have a plan, right?”  He asks, gazing up at me with a puzzled look.
“We’re meeting up with my friends.”  I say.
“You do realize, that after what happened in Willow and Moscow, you are all on the black list.”
“What else is new?”  I mutter, and look up at the position of the moon, then level off and start to accelerate.
“Have you checked any of the news channels recently?”  Bill asks, and I shake my head.  “They’re having lots of fun smearing your name.”
I close my eyes and try to block the mental images that are trying to play in my head.
Yeah, I can imagine what they’re showing.  
I sure hope Frankie can deliver on his promise.  All I got to do is let Maxwell kill Devlin.  An idea that I’m starting to warm to.  If only we knew where his lair is.
“The transcript?”  I prompt him.
“Right.” He answers, then I hear him suck his teeth.  “It was a conversation between Marcus Saint and an unknown person, who Marcus referred to as Your Royal Highness.  I didn’t think much of it, until what you told me.  Now, it makes more sense.”
“What was the conversation?”  I ask eagerly.
“Marcus was agreeing to a deal.  They didn’t mention any names, but Marcus kept referring to a mutual friend.  Sounded like this prince wanted this mutual friend.  Marcus agreed and they settled on a price of five million dollars.”
“They must have been talking about Devlin.  But, this prince has already met Devlin.  What did he want?”  I ask, while I pass over an area filled with trees rustling in the dark.  The scent of pine floats up as I pass overhead.
“He didn’t say.  But if this prince is the Dubai Devil, then it can’t be good.”  Bill answers after a quiet belch.
“Was a location mentioned?”  I ask.
“Marcus told the prince that he was expecting their mutual friend back any moment.”
“Which home was this call recorded from?” I ask.
“We actually picked this one up from his cell phone.  It was tracked to his home on Bioko.  It’s an island off the coast of Cameroon.”
“So, Devlin has been staying there.  That’s how he found me in Nigeria so quickly.”  I mutter as I start to accelerate again.
“Hey, slow down.  I’m freezing my ass off.”  Bill complains.
“Sorry.”  I say and slow down.  “Have you got any money on you?”
“No.  Have you?”
“Of course not.  You forgot to add pockets, by the way.”  I say, nodding down at the new costume.
“Damn it.  I need to go faster.”  I grumble.
“Where are we?”  Bill asks and looks around.
“Twenty miles east of Grand Junction.”  I answer after I read a road sign.
“We’re getting close to Colorado.  Can we make a pit stop in Denver?”  Bill says, looking up at me.
“What’s in Denver?”
“We have offices in Denver.  Maybe I can get a change of clothes and some cash.”
“Okay.  Hang on tight.”  I warn him, then I speed up again.
I hear his teeth chattering as he clings on to my arms.  I maintain a firm grip around his waist while I accelerate to a hundred miles per hour.  
His whole body is shivering uncontrollably by the time we reach the outskirts of Denver.
The last time I saw this place, it was one huge graveyard, with bodies hanging from trees and streetlights.  Now, bright lights glitter in the darkness up ahead as I swoop down from the clouds.  The roads and highways are lit up in reds and whites, as people go about their business.  I look down at the brightly lit city, as I search for the right street.
“Evans Avenue, right?”  I ask him.
“Just off of South Colorado Boulevard.  The offices are opposite a KFC.”
Oh God, KFC!  I hope he can find some cash here.  I could sure use some fried chicken right now.
I slow down while I follow the street north.  The illuminated sign is easy to spot in the darkness.  I fly quickly over to the KFC and see the two story building opposite the drive-thru.  
“Stationery?”  I ask when I see the business name next to the main entrance.
“We have offices above.  The entrance is on the other side.”  Bill says, pointing the large parking lot at the rear of the building.
I fly over and quickly drop down to the tarmac and set him down.  He strolls over to the main entrance, then turns right and heads toward a simple looking door near a potted plant.  Next to it is a digital key pad.  He taps in some numbers, but nothing happens.
“What is it?  They change the access code?”  I ask.
“I’ll get it.  They only rotate the same ten passcodes.”  He mutters, then keys in another series of numbers.
I keep watch while he enters yet another sequence, then after a couple of minutes, the door beeps.
“Got it.”  Bill says, then opens the door.  “You better stay here.”  He says, then disappears inside.
I hear footsteps approaching from the sidewalk, twenty feet to my right.  I rise up to the roof, then lie on my tummy and peer over the edge.  A young woman walks across the parking lot and climbs into a deep red Porsche.  I look down at the door, which stands slightly ajar, while the Porsche makes its way to the street.  After a few minutes, I hear a metallic crunch come from inside the building below me.  I listen carefully with my ear pressed against a ridge of the corrugated steel roofing.  I can hear Bill’s muffled voice now as he starts to curse.
Geez, I’m really starting to see a different side to my so-called handler.  Cool, efficient, business-like?  Not anymore.
I hear some rustling below, then hurried footsteps.  Someone is shouting now.  I don’t recognize the voice.  The alarm is quickly raised by others now, and I can hear Bill cursing louder now.  I take off and drop to the parking lot, just as Bill comes huffing and puffing out of the door with a bundle in his arms.
“Time to go.”  He says cheerfully, while a man emerges from the door holding a gun.
Oh, crap.
I grab Bill and take off so fast, I blow the man off his feet.
“Get what you need?”  I ask, and look mournfully over my shoulder as I leave KFC far behind.
“I think so.  Can we stop somewhere so I can get changed?”  Bill asks, as I reach the outskirts of Denver.
“Sure.”  I say and look around.
I see a runway up ahead.  Looks like an airport.
“Go south, south, quick!”  Bill shouts, making me flinch.
Past the runway, I see a dozen fighter planes armed to the teeth, and several figures running toward them.
“Oh, crap.”  I mutter.
“Exactly.  That’s Buckley Air Force base.”  Bill says.
“You could have warned me.”  I complain, as I bank to my right and put some speed on.
“I need to get changed before you gun it.”  Bill says urgently.
I pitch forward and swoop down to a grassy hill overlooking a small lake.  I set him down and turn around, facing north and switch to night vision.
“Can you outrun F-22 Raptors?”  Bill asks, and his voice changes as he slips something over his head.
“On my own?  Sure.  But I can’t go too fast if I’m carrying you.”  I tell him as I search the skies.
“Damn it.”  He mutters, then I hear his breathing as he struggles into something.  The roar of engines to the north becomes louder.  They sound like their just starting to take off.
“Hurry up.”  I urge him.
“Can you take them out?”  Bill asks, and I turn and look at him.
“No.  Bill, how many times do I have to tell you?  I am not a soldier.  I do not harm innocent people.”
“So, what now?  They’re airborne, I can hear them.”  Bill asks, then puts some extra clothes into a blue duffel bag and zips it shut.  
I see him shove a bundle of notes into his pocket.  
Wow.  I don’t even want to know how he got that.
I look around, and spot a KFC three blocks away.
“Let’s eat.”  I say.
“What?”
“Give me something to wear.”  I ask, pointing to the bag.
He unzips the bag and passes me a navy blue hooded sweater and some black sweats.  I get changed in a nanosecond, then pick him up so quickly, he gasps in surprise.  I take off running across the grass, then haul ass up the street.  I slide to a stop and set Bill down outside a different KFC, just as the first Raptor soars overhead.
“You order, okay?”  I say as I open the door, shielding my face with the hood.
He nods, and I walk casually to the corner and sit down with my back to the counter.  I stare out the dark window, looking up as I hear another plane roar by above us.
“Are they doing maneuvers again?”  I hear a man ask at the counter.
In the glass, I see the reflection of the staff behind the counter, and three other people who are eating, two tables behind me.
“Most likely.”  Bill says, then he orders a bargain bucket and two large Cokes.
My tummy’s rumbling like crazy, and I can taste acid in my mouth while I look up into the somber sky.  Bill sits down opposite me after a few minutes and sets down the bucket in front of me.
“Thank you.”  I say, before grabbing two chicken legs.
He smiles as he watches me tear into the chicken, then he grabs a chicken leg.
“You know?  Sometimes, I forget that you’re still human.” Bill says, then bites into his chicken.
I devour my two chicken legs, then grab two more.
“I keep trying to tell you, but you never listen.”  I say with a mouthful of chicken, while meat juices run down my chin.
I wipe my chin with a paper napkin, then take a great big bite.
“I guess we’ve both been under a great deal of stress, lately, huh?”  Bill says.
“Is that an apology?”  I ask, then take a sip of my Coke.
“Yes.  Can you forgive me?”  Bill says, and I stop chewing and look at him for a moment.
I nod and smile, then continue eating for a second.
“We’ve both been dropped in it.”  I say, wiping my mouth with another paper napkin.
“Tell me about it.  I’m accused of treason, and you’re…”
“A murderer and rampaging super nut job?”  I ask.
“Something like that.”
“Man, I sure hope Frankie comes through for me.”  I mutter, then grab another piece of chicken.
“Not Frankie Gazzara?”
“Yep.”
“For crying out loud, Britney.  Are you nuts?”
“Apparently.”  I reply with a smile.
“He’s been on the FBIs wanted list for twenty years.”
“Then why is he still a free man?”  I ask.
“Because they have no concrete evidence which ties him to any of the awful things he’s most certainly responsible for.”
“He’s also a business man with a lot of contacts.  I was desperate, Bill.  The Secretary of Defense is most certainly responsible for getting me framed for murder.  My bet, is that he’s not as clever as Frankie.  We get the evidence that links this to him, and we go public.  My name is cleared and he gets what he deserves.”  I say, before taking a sip of my Coke.
“And then you’ll owe Frankie a favor?”
“The favor he asked for, I’m sure you’ll be completely happy about.”  I tell him.
“What?”
“He wants Devlin dead.”
“Oh.  But you said that you…”
“No, I won’t.  But he gave me someone who will do it for me.  I just need to find Devlin.  That’s the hard part.”
“Is that why you were in Moscow?”
“We missed him by ten minutes.  I tried to follow his trail, but it went cold in India.”
“But he may be on Bioko.”  Bill says, an edge of hope in his voice.
“If he is, then we can end his reign of terror, once and for all.”  I say.
“So, who is this hitman that Frankie gave you?”  Bill asks, and I catch a flicker of blue and red out of the corner of my eye past the trees outside.
I turn and stare out of the window as a police car rolls by.  Its lights are rotating, but it carries on down the street.  I sigh in relief, then grab another piece of chicken.
“Has anyone ever told you that you eat like a man?”  Bill says with a smile, and I frown at him.
“Hey, I’m hungry.”  I complain and bite into the crispy skin.
“I noticed.”  Bill says, then sits back and folds his arms.
“I burn a lot of calories, okay?”  I say, feeling a little self-conscious.
“So, where are these friends of yours?”  Bill asks.
“I need you to promise me something, first.”  I say.
“Sure.”
“You can’t reveal the whereabouts of this to a living soul.”  I say.
“Who am I going to tell?  The judge at my trial?”
“Promise.”
“Okay, I swear.”
“Okay, let’s go.”  I say, draining the last of my Coke.
“I need the bathroom first.”  Bill says, then gets up.
Hmm, me too.
 
 



Chapter Thirty
 
 
“Canada?”  Bill says as I fly us over the border, heading north east toward the Great Lakes.
“What’s wrong with Canada?”  I ask, while I look down at the deep forest.
“Nothing.  Just surprised, that’s all.”  Bill says as he clings to my arms.
The first glimmer of dawn looms on the horizon to our right as I fly us two thousand feet above the trees.  The wide expanse of shimmering water up ahead fills me with relief.  I climb to above the clouds as I begin to accelerate again.  I spot the porcupine shaped island in the distance, and start my descent.
“I’m freezing.  I hope you have a fire.”  Bill complains as he shivers in my arms.
I swoop down to the pine trees, then right myself before touching down on the brown dirt, which is now muddy.  I walk toward the main log cabin.
“Mitchell?  Dad?”  I call out.
“Your dad’s here?”  Bill asks behind me, and I turn and give him a guilty look.
“Oh, no.  You didn’t, did you?”  Bill asks, and I feel the blood rushing to my cheeks.
A door opens and I turn to see my dad and Jessica emerge, rubbing their eyes and yawning.
“Hi, Dad.”  I greet him, and he blurs as he rushes over, then I’m lifted off my feet.
“Hi, Pumpkin.”  He says as he swings me around.
“Who’s this?”  Jessica asks while yawning.
“This is Bill Kendrick.  He’s been working with me.”  I say to them, as Dad sets me back down and looks at Bill.
“An over simplification.”  Bill says and steps forward, extending his hand.  “I’ve been charged with looking after your daughter, among other things.”
“And how’s that been working out for you?”  Dad asks with a wry smile.
“Well, we’re both fugitives of the law.  So, not that great.”  Bill says and they shake hands.
Dad laughs, and Jessica takes off from the ground and floats over to us.
Bill looks at me and raises an eyebrow.
“Willow?”  He asks.
“Willow.”  I reply.  “They were close to death, Bill.  I had no choice.”  I tell him, and he lowers his eyes.
“I’m sorry.  I thought that your family would be safer with your grandparents.”  Bill says.
“Do you know who attacked us?”  Jessica asks, while my dad rubs his eyes and turns away.
“Not yet.  We have our suspicions, though.”  Bill says, then turns to me.  “Where is this new friend of yours?”
“Maxwell?  Paul?”  I call out.
The door to the middle cabin opens, and a bleary-eyed Paul stumbles out.
“Keep it down.  Some of us are trying to sleep.”  Paul grumbles.
“Where’s Maxwell?”  I ask him.
“Asleep, why?”  Paul asks.
“I think we finally know where Devlin has been staying.”  I reply, and everyone gasps.
“Oh, shit.  Really?”  Paul asks, making my dad frown at him.
“Pretty sure.  Hard to say if he’s there right now, but he has definitely been there recently.”  Bill says.
“Okay.  I’ll wake the others.”  Paul says, then turns and staggers back inside, closing the door behind him.
“How are you two holding up?”  I ask Dad and Jessica.
“Tired, hungry, and feeling really weird.”  Jessica says.
Dad remains turned away, rubbing his eyes and looking at the fire pit.
“You said something about a Sheikh before?” Jessica asks, as the door opens from the middle cabin, and Mitchell and Stuart emerge.
“Georgia saw a vision of this Sheikh talking to Marcus Saint and Devlin De Marco.  They were talking about me and my family, and some kind of experiment.  Then a few days later, you were attacked.”  I explain.
“So you think it was this Sheikh?”  Dad asks, and turns with clenched fists.
“I think so.  Whether Marcus Saint had any part to play in it, I don’t know yet.  I’ll need to ask him about that when I see him.”  I reply.
“I’m coming too.”  Dad says, and Jessica reaches out and takes his hand.
“Dad, I don’t think that’s a good idea.  Let Britney take care of this.”  Jessica says.
“I’m not gonna just sit around, while these bastards go free, hurting people.”  Dad says, making Jessica and myself look at each other in shock and giggle.
“So, where has Devlin been staying?”  Mitchell asks as he walks over.
“On an island, just off the coast of Cameroon.  Someplace called Bioko.”  I reply as I turn toward him.
“Where the hell is Cameroon?”  Jessica asks.
“Africa.  Near Nigeria.”  Stuart replies, and he stops and looks at Bill for a second, before recognizing him.  “Oh, hi Bill.”
“Nice to see you again, Stuart.”  Bill says, making Stuart look at me sharply.
“Hey, he worked for the CIA.  Of course he knows who we all are.”  I say and shrug.
“Worked?”  Mitchell asks.
“It’s a long story.”  Bill says, then looks around.  “I don’t suppose you guys got any coffee, huh?”
“I’ll put the stove on.”  Jessica says, and turns back toward the main cabin.
“You have gas?”  Bill asks.
“Camping gear.” I explain, and he shrugs.
“Hey, as long as it’s hot, I’m happy.”  Bill says and turns to me.  “By the way, I almost forgot.  Do you see this?”  Bill says pointing to my wrist.
I look at what he’s pointing at, and see a small silver ring that wraps around my wrist.  It’s as thin as a matchstick, and barely noticeable.
“Thanotosius showed me this, and you left in such a hurry, I completely forgot.”  Bill says, then grips the silver material in his hand and turns it, like a dial.
“Whoa.”  Jessica gushes, and Mitchell steps around gazing at my body, making me blush.
I look down, and gasp when I see brown dirt and moldy leaves covering my body.
“What the?”  I ask, staring at Bill.
“Oh, that’s nothing.  Watch this?”  He says, and turns the dial again.
As he turns it, I witness the costume change color, and now it looks black.
“Why couldn’t you have shown me this sooner?”  I grin, then brush his hand away and start moving the dial.
Now I look like a glorious sunset.
“It’s so beautiful.”  Jessica says and steps forward to touch the suit.  “Hey, where can I get one?”  She asks, turning to Bill.
“Let’s see that coffee first, then we’ll talk.”  Bill replies with a wink.
“This way.”  Jessica beams and hurries off toward the main hut, with Bill following.
“This is awesome.”  I gush and turn the dial again, and my costume reverts back to the white Mother of Pearl.
“Do we tell our mysterious guest?”  Mitchell asks.
“You’re not referring to me, are you?”  Maxwell asks as he strolls over and sits down on a log.
“Time for you to earn your keep.”  I tell him, which makes him smile nervously.
“You found him?”  He asks warily.
“We know where he’s been hiding out.”  I say, and then the other cabin door opens, and Santiago and Pamela emerge.
“What are we waiting for?”  Santiago asks as he floats over.
“I agree.”  Dad says, then before I can say anything else, he rockets up into the sky.
“Hey, who taught him to fly?”  I ask in shock, feeling disappointed.
I wanted to teach him!
“I may have given him some pointers.”  Santiago says, then grins sheepishly.
“Let’s go.”  I say, then grab Mitchell.  “Santiago, bring Maxwell.”
“Keep your dinner down, okay.”  Santiago says, then I’m up and racing toward the clouds.
A few seconds later and I can hear Santiago and Paul behind me, as I try to locate my dad.  I zoom in and spot him a hundred miles away to the east.  
Damn, he’s a fast learner.
“What do you think he’ll do?”  Mitchell asks, and turns his head to look back at me, while I tighten my grip on him.
“I don’t know.”  I reply.  
Well, now I know who I get my temper from.
I accelerate as I thrust my arms forward, and eventually catch up to him, just before we hit the Atlantic.
“Dad, slow down.  We have to talk.”  I shout, and he looks over his shoulder, before slowing down.
“Now I know why you’re so eager to fly off all the time.”  Dad replies as he flies next to me.
“It feels good, doesn’t it?”
“Hell, yeah.”  Dad replies with a grin.
“A word of warning, Dad.  People don’t exactly love us anymore.  So we may encounter some…..resistance.”  I explain.
“You mean like those?”  He says, pointing over my shoulder.
I turn my head, and see a whole squadron of fighters roaring toward us.  They must be only ten miles away.  
Damn.
“Yeah, exactly like those.”  I say, as I roll my eyes.
Great.  I don’t even know if he’s bulletproof or not.
“Warlock?”  I call out.
I hear some flapping, then Paul flies past me in his magician’s costume.
“You rang, milady?”  Paul asks with a smile.
“We have incoming.  They’ll be in range to fire in less than a minute.”  I tell him, thumbing over my shoulder to the right.
“Hmm, target practice.”  Paul says, rubbing his white-gloved hands together.
“Don’t hurt anyone.”  I tell him.
“Moi?”  Paul asks, flashing a cheeky grin.
“Let’s put some distance between us, shall we?”  Santiago says, and zooms past me before diving toward the dark swelling ocean.
Paul and Dad follow, and I take one last look at the incoming jets, then pitch forward.  I pull up before I hit a huge wave, then fly after Dad and Paul as they follow Santiago, skimming the waves.  We swerve to avoid some deep sea fishing vessels, then start to make a slow turn toward the south, while the roar of the jets start to grow louder behind us.
“They wouldn’t engage us openly, would they?”  Dad asks over his shoulder.
“They’re following orders, so I guess it depends on who’s giving them the orders.”  I shout back.
I hear the whirl of machine guns behind me, followed by some hisses.
“They mean business.  Warlock?”  I shout out.
“I got it.”  Paul shouts out, then he pulls up and turns around as he glides to a stop, with his white-gloved hands outstretched in front of him.
I stop and hover near him, then Dad stops and watches as Paul raises his hands up toward the incoming fighter planes.  It takes a few more seconds before Santiago realizes that we’ve stopped.
“Come to Papa.  Where are you?”  Paul mutters, and his eyes narrow as he looks up at the craft.
The bullets stop inches from us and hang in the air, while the two missiles twitch and buck, before slamming into each other.
“Holy shit.”  Dad mutters.
“Ah, found it.”  Paul says with a grin, then he closes his eyes.
The lead aircraft canopy flies up into the air, followed shortly by the pilot and the navigator as their seats are ejected.  The next plane follows suit, until all of the fighters plunge into the ocean, while their crew float harmlessly down toward the water.
“Neat trick.”  Mitchell tells Paul with an approving smile.
“Thank you, fans.  Now, where were we?”  Paul says, and looks at Santiago.
“I don’t know.”  Santiago shrugs.
“Follow me.”  Dad says, then turns and takes off like a rocket toward the southeast.
I zoom in with my vision and spot a distant coastline off to our left.  With a grin, I take off after Dad and quickly overtake him on his left.
“It’s more this way, Dad.”  I say, then bank more to the right.
Mitchell looks over his shoulder at me and winks.  I lean my head down and kiss him on the cheek.
As the coastline starts to grow on the horizon, I make a slow turn toward the south.  Dad catches up to me after a minute, and we exchange a look.
This is friggin cool, but I’m scared.
I let go of Mitchell with my left arm and reach out to him.  Dad takes my hand, then a tear trickles down his cheek.
“I love you, Dad.”  I tell him, and he squeezes my hand.
Tears well up in my eyes when I feel his touch.  It’s been almost two years since I last felt his rough hand on mine.  Having super thick skin has its advantages, but you tend to lose some feeling.  Mitchell has been the only person who I have really felt in all that time.  So to finally connect with my dad again, well, it’s kind of overwhelming.
“I love you too, Pumpkin.”  Dad replies. 
“Come on you two, let’s boogie.”  Paul shouts out as he flies past us.
I let go of Dad’s hand and grip Mitchell again, before accelerating.  Dad starts to catch up, then Santiago flies past us both, humming an unfamiliar tune.
After twenty minutes, the distant coastline gets close enough so that I can zoom in and read some road signs.  I can’t read them, they look Arabic.  I straighten up and fly south, checking the shoreline every now and then.  After ten minutes the land to my left begins to flatten, then as we go further, I begin to see sand dunes.
“Do you think he’s really there?”  Dad asks, and Mitchell looks up at him.
“If he is, I’d like you to stay out of this fight, sir.”  Mitchell says, making my dad frown.
“How many times do I have to keep telling you, son?  It’s Richard, please.”  Dad says with a smile.  “And there’s no way in hell I’m staying out of this one.  He’s already tried to take my baby girl away from me, twice.”
Mitchell looks over his shoulder at me, and I shrug.
“He can use fire, so try and keep your distance if he uses it.”  I tell Dad, and he nods his head, but I see the fear in his eyes.
As we pass over a group of small islands, my heart starts to beat a little faster.  I take a deep breath and accelerate some more.  I overtake Santiago and catch up to Paul.
“Hey, I think you’ve lost a shoe.”  I tell Paul as I pass by.
“What?”  He gasps, then I giggle and push on, leaving him behind.
“Oi!”  Paul shouts, then I hear his flapping black and red cape as he tries to catch up.  “That wasn’t funny.  Do you know how much these cost me?”  He complains, making Mitchell laugh.
I grin back at Paul as he adjusts his Zorro-type black eye mask, then he sticks his tongue out at me.  
“Come on, Dad.  Keep up.”  I shout out, then put on a burst of speed.
“Whoa.”  Mitchell gasps as the dark ocean blurs by below.
Two humpback whales breach the surface up ahead, so I bank sharply, and end up performing a barrel roll.
“Woo hoo!”  Mitchell yells, and I hear Dad laugh behind us.
I feel something grab me, and I begin to slow down, like I’m flying through thick mud.  Paul flies above me, and looks down at me and waves as he goes by.
“Hey.”  I complain, then I’m released and I catch up to him as we pass by a huge aircraft carrier, which I didn’t even notice until we’d already passed it.
“Was it American?”  Mitchell shouts out.
“I think I saw a British flag.”  Dad calls out.
“What are they doing off the coast of Africa?” Paul calls out.
“Maybe things in Russia are escalating.”  Santiago suggests, and Mitchell looks up at me with a worried look in his eyes.
“Maybe we should hand Devlin over to the Ruskies?”  Paul shouts out, then banks to the right to avoid a flock of seagulls.
“Bloody birds.”  Paul mutters.
“They wouldn’t last five seconds.”  Mitchell answers him.
“I know, but it would be symbolic, wouldn’t it?”  Paul fires back.
“We deal with him.”  Dad calls out, as he catches up and flies next to me.  “And I’m sure the whole world will want to see his body.” 
His words send a tingle down my spine, and I take another deep breath to steady my nerves.
“Is Maxwell safe?”  I call out to Santiago, and look back at him.
He touches his chest, and I see the chain around his neck.  I look ahead and see that the land is starting to shrink and turn inland.  We fly past the last spit of land and I see the dark blue ocean turn white as it breaks against some of the larger sandbars, maybe a hundred miles away on my left.
“Are you okay?”  Mitchell asks and rubs my hand.
“I’m fine.”  I lie.
I bank slowly to my left and zoom in with my vision.  I see several islands, and make for the largest island that’s closest to the land mass on the left.
He will pay, Beth.  I swear it!
My own words float up out of the recesses of my mind, making me gasp for breath, and I waver in the air for a second.
“Talk to me, baby.”  Mitchell says quietly, stroking my arm.
I tighten my grip on him as I try and choke back the tears.
“Don’t leave my side.”  I whisper in his ear as I hug him fiercely.
“Never.”  He whispers back.
As we get closer to the island, I start to tremble.
Here we go.
 



Chapter Thirty One
 
 
As the island starts to fill my vision, I slow down and scan the small harbor and airport for any military traffic.
Nothing yet.  Good.
“Where is Marcus Saint’s house?”  Santiago asks as we all glide to a stop a mile away from shore.
“It’s probably in the hills, away from the other houses.”  I suggest.
“Yeah, I bet he doesn’t want to mingle with the riff raff, huh?”  Paul says.
“His other homes were fairly large, and looked pretty modern.”  Mitchell says.
“Then it should be easy to spot.”  Dad says, then points to a ridge.  “Let’s try the other side of the island.  I doubt he would want to live near an industrial area.”  Dad suggests, and I look down and see several towers spewing goodness knows what into the air.
“Agreed.  Let’s go.”  I say, then take off toward the island.
I bank to the right to avoid the industrial area, and fly over the dry seabed.  Once we’re flying over the trees, I climb to a thousand feet, switching to thermal vision in a blink of an eye.  I look for any fast movement, and focus all of my attention on the task.
“Hey, that kind of stands out.  Don’t you think, guys?”  Paul says, and I glide to a stop and switch back to normal vision to see what he’s pointing at.
On a hillside overlooking the bay to the east, stands a circular building half-buried into the hill, resting on concrete stilts.  It looks like a UFO has crashed, then someone made a home out of it.
“Let’s check it out.”  Dad says, then takes off toward it, before I can say anything.
Damn it.
I take off after him and race to the wrap-around terrace, landing near the chrome railing.  I set Mitchell down then creep forward toward Dad.
“Dad, we need to be careful.”  I whisper, as he peers through the vast curved glass window.
“I don’t see anyone.”  He grumbles.
“We need to be sure this is the right house.”  I say, as Santiago and Paul touch down behind us.
“Guys?”  Paul says, and I turn around.
He’s pointing up to a security camera that’s aiming right at us.
Oh, crap.  Busted.
“Come on.”  I say, then march past Paul and head toward a sliding glass door.
Above the door, a gold plaque has been screwed into the metal frame.  The words, The Halo, has been engraved in the plaque.  
Yep, this is it.
“Check if there are other exits.”  I tell Paul and Santiago, and they rise up and take off in different directions.
“Are you ready?”  Mitchell asks, placing a firm hand on my shoulder.
I turn and look up at him.
“No, not really.”  I say, then I turn back and pull the sliding door open.
It opens silently.  I step through, looking about wildly, expecting to hear an alarm any second.  I step past a polished steel breakfast bar, and notice a strange smell.  Mitchell follows me into the room, and soon steps past me.  He looks back at me with a concerned expression, then he stalks silently past a white marble coffee table, looking left and right.  I rise up and fly over the coffee table and coach, then continue on toward the beginning of a flight of metal stairs that lead down.  Mitchell disappears in a black and red blur, and I hear some doors further along open and close.  He materializes next to me after a couple of seconds.  He shakes his head, and I look back at Dad, who’s standing near the open glass door.
I hold up my hand to him, and he nods his head and waits outside.  I float over the stairwell railing and look down.  The smell is getting stronger, but it’s still very quiet.  I drop down the stairwell, passing another floor, and stop and hover when I reach the black tiled floor at the bottom.  Now I can hear something, very faint.  Something strangely familiar.
Mitchell appears next to me, while I float over the tiles toward a vast open room.  After a few seconds, I hear a crunch.  I stop and look back at Mitchell.  He frowns and looks down.  Tiny shards of broken glass litter the floor.  Next to us is a black leather coach, and I hover over it and check the floor.  A broken shot glass lies on the floor near the left arm of the coach.
“What happened here?”  Mitchell whispers, and I right myself and look around for the source of the strange sound.
Mitchell marches further along toward another room, while I check the floor for any further evidence of what happened.
Where are you Devlin?
As I pass over another black leather couch, closer to a huge curved window, I glance down.
Oh, no.
Devlin’s Chihuahua, Fifi, lies unmoving on the black tiled floor.  Her neck is twisted at an odd angle.
“Crash!”  I call out, then look over at a half-filled crystal decanter of something amber.
The decanter rests on a silver tray in the middle of the room, on top of a low coffee table, which looks like it was carved from driftwood.  I lift the stopper, and a pungent acid smell rises up, burning my nostrils.  I replace the stopper quickly, and rub my nose.
“Cosmic Girl?”  I hear Mitchell call out from the next room.
I rise up and float over toward him, as stands looking down at something near an open door.  As I fly over to him, the strange sound gets louder, and the smell gets worse.
“Is this Marcus Saint?”  Mitchell asks in a flat tone.
I land near him, and he steps to one side, so I can enter the room.
“Oh, shit.”  I blurt out when I see his lifeless body slumped on the floor.
A dozen angry flies buzz around him.  His throat has been slashed open so viciously, that only a thin piece of skin holds his head in place.  A dark pool of blood lies all around him, almost congealed.
“I think he’s been dead for a while.”  I say numbly.
A door further along the hall opens, and Paul and Santiago enter. They stop and step back when they smell the rotting corpse.
“So, he’s killed another business partner, huh?”  Paul says, with his hand over his mouth and nose.
“No.  The style is different.  Plus, Devlin’s dog is dead.”  I say, then step back and close the door.  
I close my eyes and take some slow breaths.
“My grandparents’ throats were slit, like this.”  I say, gesturing to the door, then I quickly walk toward the door that Paul and Santiago used.
“Where’s Devlin?”  Santiago asks.
“Not here.  But I think he was.”  I say, as I try to fight back the urge to throw up.
“What do we do now?”  Santiago asks me.
“Search the place.  I want to know what happened.”  I tell him, then I take a few more steps before hurling.
 
We sit on the grass beneath the house, near one of the huge concrete columns.  I take deep breaths while I try and shake the images from my mind.
“You think the booze was drugged?”  Paul asks, holding up the crystal decanter, while I shut my eyes and massage my temples.
“I think someone used our idea.”  I say after a few seconds.
“You think someone drugged Devlin?”  Santiago asks.
“That’s what we tried to do once.  Now it looks like someone actually succeeded.”  Mitchell says.
“Who?”  Dad asks.
“The Dubai Devil.”  I mutter.
“The Sheikh?”  Mitchell asks, and I nod.
“Bill had Marcus Saint’s phones tapped.  He overheard Marcus and some prince discussing a mutual friend, and they came to some arrangement for five million dollars.”
“I don’t think that arrangement involved getting his bloody head sliced off.”  Paul says, and I sigh and climb unsteadily to my feet.
“So, where do we find this Sheikh?”  Dad asks, standing up.
“We need some extra help.  Come on, let’s get the hell out of here.”  I say, and turn to Paul.  “Bring that with us.”  I add, pointing to the decanter in his white-gloved hands.
He nods, and then we take off into the azure blue sky, and head south.
 
An hour later, and I descend from a cold looking gray sky, down toward my old home in Chicago.  I drop through the hole in the roof and land softly in the upper hallway, followed shortly by Dad, then Paul and Santiago.  I set Mitchell down and take a deep breath.
“Feels weird being back here.”  Paul mutters darkly.
I look at Dad for a second, then I push open my old bedroom door.  Dry leaves blow across my old pink carpet, and I stop and look around mournfully.  I float over to my desk and open the top drawer.
It’s still here!
I lift the business card up and blow the dust off.
“Mitchell, your phone.”  I ask quietly, then hold my hand out.
Mitchell reaches into his motorcycle outfit, then hands me his cell phone.
“Thanks.”  I say, then I start dialing.
The call is picked up after the fourth ring.
“Hello, Agent Forest speaking.”  Agent Forest answers in her usual Southern drawl.
“Hello, it’s you-know-who.  How are you?”  I ask.
“Oh my god.”  She mutters, then I hear a door close on her side.  “You’re on the agency’s most wanted list.  What is going on?”  She whispers.
“Just so you know, I was framed for that murder.”
“Of course I know.  But what the hell happened at the prison?  People are saying you killed a whole bunch of guards and broke out.”
“That’s a load of bull.  Devlin broke in to try and kill me.”
“Okay.  I’m assuming this isn’t a social call?”
“I need your help.  I need to find someone.”
“Devlin?”
“No.  The person who has kidnapped Devlin.”
“What?  Holy shit.”
“The person’s name is Sheikh Faizal.  He’s some Arabian prince, or something.”
“That’s not much to go on.”
“I know.  He was in cahoots with Marcus Saint, and is most certainly responsible for my grandparents’ murder, and now Marcus Saint’s murder as well.”
“I’m so sorry about your grandparents, honey.  But, you say that he’s killed the CEO of Saint Petroleum?”
“That’s right.  You might know this guy by another name.  The Dubai Devil.”
“Are you serious?”
“Very.”
“Shit.  Okay.  I’ll look into it.  I’ll call you back on this number.”  Agent Forest says, then she hangs up.
I hand Mitchell his cell phone back, then I take one last look at my room before heading out into the hall.  I step into Dad’s room and grab the framed photo of Mom, then I press it to my cheek.  The sound of police sirens snaps me back to reality.
“They’re playing our song.”  Paul says, and rises up through the hole in the roof.
“Let’s go, Pumpkin.”  Dad says, and I turn and look up at him, as my eyes start to mist up.
“We’ll have a home again.  I promise.”  I tell him, and he brushes a tear away and pulls me to him.
“You’re my home, darling.  As long as I have you and Jessica, I’m happy.”  Dad says, and I hug him tight, then step back.
The sirens are getting closer now, and I can hear the screech of tires at the bottom of our street.
Santiago grabs Mitchell and flies up through the hole, while Dad and I bid the house one last farewell.  I hold the framed photo in one hand, and wrap my arm around Dad’s shoulders as he lifts me from the damp carpet.  As I rest against his broad chest, he rises up through the roof and takes off after the retreating figures of Paul and Santiago, just as three police cars screech to a halt outside in the street.
I give the photo to Dad, while I press my head against his thick neck and close my eyes.
 
 



Chapter Thirty Two
 
 
“Wake up, Pumpkin.”
“Huh?”  I grumble as I try to open my eyes.
I eventually focus my eyes and stare up at a log ceiling.
Are we back at the island already?
“Hi.”  I say and sit up.
I’m sitting on a thick mattress that rests on the dusty wooden floor.  A blue thermos flask sits on the floor near Dad’s left foot.  Steam rises up slowly from the open flask.
“How are you feeling?”  Dad asks gently.
“Jet-lagged.”  I answer groggily.  “Where’s Mitchell?”  I ask.
“He’s over in Montreal.”  Dad says.  “He couldn’t get a good signal here.”  Dad explains.
“Did Agent Forest phone back?”  I ask, fully awake now.
He nods.  I cross my legs and look out of the small square window that Mitchell created.  The sky outside is very dark, but I can see a flicker of orange and yellow.
“How long have I been asleep?”  I ask, and gesture to the thermos.
Dad fills a small white plastic cup with coffee and passes it to me.
“Ten hours.”  Dad says as I take my first sip.
“I feel like I could sleep for ten more.”  I yawn and take another sip.
“Is Bill around?”  I ask as I pass the empty cup back.
“I think you’ll find him with your sister in the middle cabin.”  Dad says with a laugh.  “She really wants a suit like yours.”
“With Area 51 shut down, that might be a problem.”  I say, then take the white cup back after Dad has refilled it.
“Area 51?”  Dad asks.
“Yeah, there’s a whole bunch of stuff you don’t know. It was kinda top secret.”  I tell him, then sip my coffee.
“You have been busy.”  He says, and slowly gets up.
“You’ve no idea.”  I mutter as I yawn.
I finish the coffee, then stand up and stretch until my joints crack.
Ah, that’s better.
“Is there any chow around?”  I ask as I step toward the door and open it.
The fire pit is a blaze when I step outside.  Paul, Pamela, Santiago and Stuart are sitting on logs around the fire.
“Hey, there she is.”  Santiago says, waving me over.
I notice the chain is absent from around his neck.
“Where’s Maxwell?”  I ask as I sit down next to Stuart.
“He went with Mitchell.”  Stuart replies.
“He needed to be back in civilization.”  Paul says, doing the finger quotes.
“I think he wanted to give Frankie an update.”  Santiago says, and I nod my head in agreement.
As bored as he is with us, I think he wants to make sure Frankie doesn’t forget their agreement.  If we find Devlin, then he hits pay dirt, and I expect he has a tidy sum of money coming to him.
Where would the Dubai Devil take Devlin?  What does he hope to achieve?  As soon as Devlin comes to, they’re all in deep shit.
Maybe they want to interrogate him?  Yeah, maybe they’re really after the meteorites?
“Frankie Gazzara?  Another asshole we’re going to have to deal with at some point, I assume?”  Paul asks and rolls his eyes.
“I hope not.”  I reply flatly as I stare into the flames.
“Where’s the quiet one?”  Dad asks as he moves a log closer to me and sits down.
I notice the absence of Georgia now, and look around.
“Where is Georgia?”  I ask Stuart.
“She’s doing her thing again.”  Pamela says.
“What on?”  I ask, curious now.
“That black journal of yours.  She’s trying to find some new information about Chimera.”  Stuart says next to me.
“Chimera?”  Dad asks.
“Paul, where is the decanter?”  I ask.
He sits up, then slaps his forehead.
“Of course.  Duh!”  He says, then gets up and runs over to the middle cabin.
“What can Georgia do?”  Dad asks me quietly.
“She can read an object.  Where it’s been and who’s interacted with it.”  I reply quickly, and watch as Paul enters the middle cabin, then reappears holding the crystal decanter.
He hurries over and hands it to me.
“Bill says it’s most likely laced with Rohypnol.  But without a lab, it’s hard to say.”  Stuart says, as I swirl the amber liquor around.
I get up and wander over to the small log cabin.  I knock gently.
“Georgia?”  I say as I open the door slowly.
Georgia is kneeling on the wooden floor, one hand on the closed journal, while her other hand scribbles notes on an open notepad.  Her eyes have a glazed over look as she stares off in to space.
“Georgia?”  I say again, a little louder this time.
After a few seconds her hand stops moving and she blinks, then looks up at me.
“Oh, hi Britney.”  Georgia says hoarsely, then she looks at the decanter in my hand.  “Oh, I don’t drink.”  She says, her voice almost a whisper.
“No, this isn’t for drinking.”  I say, then look back down at her.  “How long have you been kneeling there?”  I ask, concerned now.
She blinks and looks around.
“Umm, I’m not sure.  What day is it?”  She asks.
I set the decanter down and reach out for her hand.  I pull her up to her feet, and catch her when she stumbles.
“My legs are asleep.”  She giggles.
I scoop her up in my arms and carry her from the cabin.
“Where’s the chow?”  I call out to the others, and Pamela and Santiago turn and point to the middle log cabin.
I carry Georgia over and push the door open with my foot.
“Garson.  Your finest table, please.”  I call out, and see Jessica get up from a wooden bench on one side of the room and hurry over.
“You both look a little peaky.”  Jessica says, then waves us over to the left side of the room, where the portable camp stove rests on a ceramic tile.
She arranges a metal apparatus over the stove, and places a cast iron griddle on top.  I set Georgia down on the wooden floor, and she rubs her legs and giggles.  I watch my sister fry some steak and eggs while I sit down on the floor next to Georgia.  
I eagerly accept the paper plate of hot food, when Jessica hands it to me.  I pick up the steak with my fingers and tear off a chunk with my teeth, while Georgia continues to giggle next to me, like she’s had too much to drink.  Jessica gives Georgia a knife and fork, while I shake my head at her and rip into the steak.  The eggs are over easy, so the yolks break as soon as I grab them and run down my hand.  I gulp them down, then lick my hands clean afterwards, while Jessica and Bill watch me with amused faces.
“I sure hope you don’t eat like that in front of Mitchell?”  Jessica says as she takes my empty plate.
“Of course not.”  I say, then let out a small belch.
I watch Georgia finish her eggs, then start on her steak as Jessica hands me an orange plastic cup full of Cherry Coca Cola.
“Oh, god, that’s good.”  I murmur.
I’ve missed this.
“So, Devlin’s flown the coop?”  Bill says as I sip my Coke.
“I think he’s been drugged and abducted. They killed his dog, Bill.  But only Georgia can confirm what really happened.”  I say and get up slowly.
“Aw, no.  That poor little thing.”  Georgia says, looking at me with her soulful pale blue eyes.
“I don’t think Rohypnol is strong enough to put him out for long.  Where do you suppose they took him?”  Bill asks and walks over.
“I’m hoping Georgia can help with that.”  I say and smile down at her, as she finishes the last bit of her sirloin.
“I’ll try.”  Georgia says and wipes her mouth with her sleeve.
I help her to her feet, and she sighs in contentment.
“Better?”  I ask her.
“Much better.”  She says, then beams at Jessica when she is offered a yellow plastic cup of Cherry Coke.  “Thank you.”
“Let’s go.”  I say and head for the door eagerly, while sipping my Cherry Coke.
“I want to see this.”  Bill says and stops at the door, waiting for Georgia to follow me.
I step outside and wait for Georgia, who is sipping her Coke slowly as she takes tentative steps toward the door.  I walk slowly toward the small log cabin, as Pamela and Paul wave at Georgia.  I wait by the cabin door impatiently as Georgia shuffles across the mossy ground while sipping her Coke.  As she reaches the cabin, I quickly enter and sit down on the wooden floor next to the crystal decanter.
“Oh, is that what you want me to take a look at?”  She says as she enters.
Bill enters last and closes the door behind him.
“Brr. It’s cold tonight.”  Bill says and stamps his feet for a few seconds, making the decanter wobble.
I grab the decanter before it topples over, then hold it out to Georgia as she slowly sits down opposite me.
Bill leans against the doorframe and watches as Georgia takes a deep breath before closing her eyes.  She takes a few more deep measured breaths, then she opens her eyes and reaches out for the decanter.  I keep hold of it as she places her finger tips on the crystal.  Her eyes become distant, and they narrow and flick from right to left then back again.
“Someone is shouting.  Marcus, I think.  I can’t see him, but his accent sounds British.  He seems to be arguing with another man.  The other man is well spoken and calm.  Devlin is already unconscious on the floor.  Two men enter from the stairwell.  They have knives.  The tall man points at Marcus, then walks calmly over to where Devlin is lying.”
“How is she seeing this?”  Bill asks, but I shush him.
“Go on.”  I tell Georgia.
“The man opens Devlin’s eyelids before patting his cheek.  I hear a scream.  The man ignores it as he pulls out his cell phone.  He tells someone to ready the jet, and to tell the pilot that they’ll be heading to his steel works.”
“But who is he?”  Bill asks anxiously.
“How many Arab princes known as Sheikh Faizal are there, that happen to own a steel company?”  I ask Bill.
The door bursts open, scaring all of us half to death, except Georgia, who is still in her trance.
“I got some news.”  Mitchell says, and I can see behind him, Maxwell is talking to Santiago.
“So have we.  What’s yours?”  I ask as I stand up.
“Agent Forest phoned back.  When I described the Sheikh to her, she was able to narrow it down to three possible suspects.”  Mitchell says.
“Great, who are they?”  Bill asks, and Mitchell pulls out a scrap of paper from the front pocket of his black and red motorcycle outfit.
“Sheikh Faizal Bin Fahad.  Sheikh Faizal Al Qassim, and Sheikh Faizal Bin Abdullah.”  Mitchell says slowly as he reads the names.
“So, which one owns a steel company?”  I ask, and Bill shrugs.
“I need to call Agent Forest back.”  I say, and Mitchell gives me his phone.
“There’s not much battery left.”  He warns me.
Great.
“Get everyone ready.”  I say, then I’m out the door and rising into the night sky.
I race like a bat out of hell toward the nearest city.  I fly as fast as I can, but it still takes me five minutes before I touch down in an industrial area, just outside of a small office building with the name Foster & Co written on it in pale blue.
I hit redial and wait.
“Hello?”  Agent Forest whispers, and I can hear some people talking loudly in the background.
“It’s me.  I need just a little more help in narrowing down who our target is.”  I tell her.
“Wait a second.”  I hear her say something, and a door closes.  “Go ahead.”
“Which one of the Sheikhs owns a steel company?”  I ask quickly.
I hear her typing for a few seconds.
“Sheikh Faizal Bin Abdullah owns a few steel companies.  One in Beijing, called Cold Steel Ltd.  One in Saudi-Arabia, called Steel Ventures, and one in South Africa, called True Steel Ltd.”
“Can you send me the addresses to all three, please?”  I ask anxiously.
“Sure.  What’s going on, you sound really worried?”
“I haven’t got time to explain right now.  I just hope that I’m not too late.”  I tell her then hang up.
I rise up slowly from the sidewalk while I wait for her text message.  The phone beeps, and I see the battery sign on one stripe and flashing.
Oh, crap.
I fly over to the office building and knock on the door, making the whole thing rattle on its hinges. The door opens, and a young man in his twenties steps back in fear.
“I’m not gonna hurt you.  I just need a pen and some paper.”  I almost shout as I float through into the small office.
The man points to the right, and I quickly hover over and grab what I need.  The message comes through, and I open it and quickly make a note of the addresses.  I’ve just finished writing the last one down when the screen goes black.
“Thank you so much.”  I tell the young man, as I put the pen down and carefully fold the sheet of paper.
“You’re that Cosmic Girl, aren’t you?”  He asks shakily, while I unzip my costume and shove the paper inside my bra.
“At your service.”  I say as I zip up and turn around.
His hand rests on the telephone, while he looks uncertainly at me.
“I’m not what they say I am.”  I tell him, then walk past and leave his little office.
I rise up into the dark sky and climb to a thousand feet before accelerating back toward the island camp.
 
“Three possible locations?”  Paul grumbles, rolls his eyes and sits down on the log again.
“We’ll have to split up into groups of two.”  I tell them, then read off the addresses carefully.
“I’ll take Stuart to the one in Johannesburg.  If that’s okay, Stu?”  Paul says turning to Stuart, who nods his head.
“Mitchell and I will try the one in Al Jabail.”  I suggest and look at Mitchell.
“I’ll be going with you.”  Maxwell says and holds out his hand to Santiago.
Santiago removes the locket and gives it to Maxwell, who then walks over and places it on a log.  Dad takes a step back as Maxwell shrinks to the size of an ant.
“Wow.”  Jessica blurts out as she watches Maxwell climb into the felt lined locket.
I snap it shut, then slip the chain over my head and zip my suit up over the locket.
“Well, I guess that leaves the one in Beijing.”  Santiago says, looking around.
“I’ll go with you.”  Jessica says, making Dad and Pamela frown.
“Okay.  That’s settled.  Now, Pamela, I want you to find somewhere to charge Mitchell’s phone.”  I say and hand her the cell phone.  “As soon as we’ve located him, we’ll call.”  I tell her, and she nods grimly and steps back.
“Let’s end this.”  Dad says, then disappears into the night sky with a boom.
I wrap my arms around Mitchell, then look over at Paul and Stuart.
“Be careful.”  I tell them, and they look at me.
I kick up from the ground, followed by Jessica, Santiago, and Paul, who is somehow holding Stuart next to him with his powers as they both rise up into the air behind me.  I gaze up at the gray clouds and accelerate.  Once I’m through the second layer of clouds, I look around for Dad as I gather speed.  He’s just a dot on the horizon heading southeast.  I turn until he’s directly in front of me, then I push myself to go faster.  My long white hair whips behind me, rustling against the back of my costume.  I let go of Mitchell briefly with my left hand and turn the silver dial on my right wrist.  I check my arms until they resemble the night sky, then I place my left hand back around Mitchell’s firm waist.
In seconds, we’re flying over the Atlantic.  The tiny lights in fishing vessels, and some larger cargo ships are the only lights now, as we fly through the inky darkness.
“Look.”  I tell Mitchell, and he looks over his shoulder at me.  I point up at the ocean of stars above us, glimmering in the cosmos, like a diamond studded black dress.
“Wow.  I’ve never seen them like this before.  Look at the colors.”  Mitchell says, pointing up at a section of the sky filled with reds and blues.
“I love nebulas.”  I mutter quietly.
Mitchell rubs my hands as I gaze up wistfully.  I check to see where Dad is now, and all I can see is his shoes.  Then as he turns toward the south, I can see his profile better.  I make the turn and take a deep breath before going supersonic.  Mitchell’s grip on my arms tighten as we begin to catch up to Dad.
Damn, he’s fast.
I manage to get alongside him after a few more seconds, and he looks sideways at me.
“Glad you could join me.”  Dad shouts.
“Where are you going?”  I shout.
“With you, of course.”  Dad shouts back, then points forward.  “Now, let’s go.”  He shouts, and I take his meaning.
I go faster.  The ocean blurs and becomes a mirror, reflecting the stars and nebula above.  It almost feels like I’m flying through space, only better, because I can actually breathe.  I inhale slowly through my nose and angle myself slightly upwards.  In moments, I climb to twenty thousand feet, then level off and switch to night vision.  I turn my head slowly to the left and zoom in on the land mass on the horizon.  I see the coastline snake inwards, and a wide river mouth forms, surrounded by swamps and jungle.
This looks familiar.  Southwest edge of Africa, I think.
I look back over my shoulder and see my dad twenty miles behind me.  Paul and Stuart are ten miles behind him, and Jessica and Santiago are just dots on the horizon behind them.  I wave at Dad, and indicate to the left before making my turn.  Mitchell’s legs kick out to the right as I bring the land around until it’s in front of me, then I tighten my grip on him and rocket toward the shoreline.  I maintain my height of twenty thousand feet as I leave the shoreline far behind me.  There’s nothing but dark jungle beneath us now, with the occasional town here and there.  We cover thousands of miles in less than a minute.  The terrain changes rapidly from pale green, to light green, then finally to dark green as we pass over a vast dry desert.  I blink, then switch to thermal vision.  The world comes alive in shades of orange, red and yellow.  I scan the air around us for any air traffic, while I take steady breaths through my nose.  I hear a faint boom behind me, and look over my shoulder as Dad starts to catch up.
The bright orange of the desert starts to fade to yellow as I fly overhead, and soon I start to see a break in the land up ahead.  A gap of dark blue, maybe two hundred miles wide, is coming up.
Goodbye Africa, hello Saudi-Arabia.
I look behind me, and see two small dots turn south.  I can’t even see Jessica and Santiago anymore.  I pass over the Red Sea in a heartbeat, and look down at the pale yellow mountains as they blur by below me.  I look up and check the sky to the left and right of us, before switching back to normal vision.  I start to slow down when I see dark sand dunes below, then Dad overtakes me for a second, before he slows down.
“What’s the address again?”  Mitchell asks, as I catch up to Dad and continue on my way toward the Persian Gulf.
“I think it’s north of Bahrain.”  I say, then Dad waves us after him and starts to pick up speed again.
I fly after him through the darkness as we pass over miles and miles of desert.  I see Dad raise his head, then look left and right, before he starts to bank to the left.  I follow after him and soon see the land end at a large body of dark shimmering water, perhaps three hundred miles away.  Dad pitches forward and starts to descend as we get closer to what must be the Persian Gulf.  I start my descent, and quickly drop to ten thousand feet before I start to zoom in with my vision.
What did she say it was called?
“Steel Ventures.”  I mutter as I scour the shoreline far below.
“Is that what it’s called?”  Mitchell asks, and I feel him shift in my arms.
“Yep.”  I reply flatly as I continue searching every building I see for their business name.
I almost fly into Dad, and blink and glide to a stop before righting myself upright.
“This is the region.”  Dad says, pointing down at the coastline below.
“Let’s get lower, so we can all take a look.”  Mitchell says, and before I can answer, Dad starts to descend.
I drop feet first toward the dark buildings, as the first light of dawn illuminates the sky far to the east.  Only one of the buildings has any lights on, and as I zoom in and read the business name, my heart starts to race.
“That’s the one.”  I call out, pointing down to the large industrial complex ringed by a wire fence.
“Someone’s home.”  Mitchell says as we begin to drop faster.
“Let’s say, hello, shall we?”  Dad says, then plummets like a rock toward the parking lot outside of a wide metal door.
“Here we go.”  I mutter, then drop from the sky.
I land and race for the metal door, just as Dad pulls it open.  The door screeches as it’s pulled back, then I’m through and set Mitchell down.  It’s dark, but lights are on in a section near the other end of the vast room, and I can hear something sparking.  I hear a metallic clang ring out as we stalk to the other end of the room, past the steel workbenches.  Rows of low iron structures line the middle of the room, and on top of these rest hundreds of steel girders.  The tips of some of them look melted, and glow eerily in the dark.  
As I pass the last row of girders, I stop and stare.
 



Chapter Thirty Three
 
 
“Is that him?”  Dad asks.
I fly over and stop near the row of girders.  Three thick girders have been pushed together to form a steel bed, and on top lies Devlin, or what’s left of him.  Something has managed to cut his torso open, from collar bone to pelvis.  His ribcage lies in ruins.  I turn around and remove the locket, then open it.  Maxwell grows to normal size and looks around in confusion.
“Where the hell are….”  Then he stops when he sees Devlin’s lifeless body.  “Holy shit.”  He mutters.
“Someone beat you to it.”  I say numbly, then sit down on the concrete floor.
“He’s finally dead.”  Dad says.  “Good.”
“Dad!”  I look up at him in shock.
“Don’t tell me you feel sorry for this murderer?”  Dad asks, and kneels down in front of me.
“Of course not.”  I say and frown.  “But, nobody deserves that.”  I say, thumbing behind me.
“Geez, they even sliced the top of his head off.”  I hear Maxwell say, as he wanders around the corpse.
“I don’t wanna know.”  I mutter.
“Why would they remove his brain?”  Maxwell asks in disgust.
I stare at Dad in shock, then slowly climb to my feet.
“What?”  I ask, then rush over and check.
There’s only an empty cavity, where some black fluid and blood has pooled.  They removed the top portion of his head, just above the eyebrows.  His eyes stare unblinkingly up at the ceiling.  I reach down and touch the bloodied pale skin on his cheek.  It’s cold.
I look up at the ceiling and frown.
“What is it?”  Mitchell asks.
“There’s something up there.”  I say, then zoom in with my vision.
A message has been burned into the metal beams.
“Forgive me.  Baikal.”  I read aloud.
“Who’s Baikal?”  Maxwell asks as he pulls a cell phone out of his creased black leather jacket.
“What are you doing?”  Mitchell asks, and I look over to see Maxwell taking photos with his cell phone.  The flash illuminates the grisly scene, and I notice something on Devlin’s right hand.  A ring.
“Claiming my prize.”  Maxwell says and takes a few more photos.
“But you didn’t kill him.”  Mitchell says, frowning at Maxwell.
“What Frankie doesn’t know, won’t hurt him.  Besides, if he thinks we failed, she’s screwed.”  Maxwell says, nodding toward me, and I nod in agreement.
“But how the hell did they do this?  We struggled like hell to get the bullets out of you.”  Dad says as he steps closer.
I see a thick cable lying on the floor to the right of the girders.  I walk around and find a strange device attached to the cable.  I bend over and pick it up and show it to Dad.
“Is this a blow torch?”  I ask him.
Dad takes it and turns it over, checking the head.
“I think it’s a plasma cutter.”  Dad mutters and passes it back to me.
“I killed him, okay.”  Maxwell says, taking the plasma cutter from me and tossing it to one side.
I step forward and lift Devlin’s right hand to take a better look at the ring.  The signet ring with the round cut ruby slides easily from his cold lifeless finger.  Out of curiosity, I hold it up to the light.
“Holy shit.”  I blurt out, then clamp my hand over my mouth and look at Dad, while heat rushes to my cheeks.
“What is it?”  Mitchell asks and steps closer.
“Look.”  I say and hand the ring to him.
“The fire that burns.”  Mitchell reads, then looks at me with a puzzled expression.  “The lion roars, and now this.”  He says.
“Chimera.”  I say in shock, and turn to face Devlin’s broken body.  “How could he be involved with Chimera?”
“I don’t think Chimera is what you think it is.”  Mitchell says.
“It doesn’t matter what you think.”  A man’s voice calls out from behind us.
I turn around and see a very tall bald man with pale skin approaching from the metal door.  He’s wearing black army fatigues and boots.  Electricity crackles up and down his arms and around his yellow eyes.
“I see someone woke you up, huh?”  I say and step away from the girders.  “You better get out of here.”  I say to Maxwell over my shoulder.
“It seems you’ve pissed off some pretty powerful people.”  The tall bald man says, as he stops fifty feet from us.
“What else is new?”  I reply, and Mitchell steps sideways to stand next to me.
I turn around when I feel a gust of wind on the back of my neck.  A small sandstorm blows in through a door further behind us, and spins into the room.
“What the hell, where did he go?”  The bald man asks suddenly, and I see that Maxwell has vanished.
Dad rises up from the concrete floor and faces this new threat behind us.  I watch as the sand stops spinning, then Kurt Kaplan appears and flexes his fingers.
“I’ve got a score to settle with you, bitch.”  Kurt says.
“You watch your mouth.”  Dad says and glides closer to Kurt, until he’s floating a few feet behind me.
“Who’s the stiff?”  The tall bald man, who I now know, must be Johnny Kessler says, and tries to peek over my shoulder as I rise up from the floor.
“Hey, that looks a bit like…..”  Kurt trails off as he realizes who’s lying on the girders.  “They….they killed Devlin.”  Kurt splutters.
“No.”  Johnny growls, then his arms glow bright white.
Oh, crap.
Kurt disappears behind a pale white cloud which forms in front of him, as Dad grabs hold of a ten foot long girder.  I turn my attention back to Johnny, then race to the left as a bolt of lightning shoots toward me.  The blast strikes the girders behind me, and Devlin’s body flops up into the air, then collapses back down again.  Mitchell grunts to my right as he launches himself at Johnny, who then blurs as he dodges Mitchell’s lunge before racing toward me.  I rise up quickly and bring my right knee up toward his face, connecting with his chin.  
I hear his teeth crack, and his head rocks back as he flies backward toward a red steel column.  The whole roof shakes as he hits the column and sinks to the ground, making dust rain down around us.  Hundreds of ice shards, a foot long, shoot past me, while some smash and shatter against my back and shoulders.  I hear a clang behind me, and turn to see Kurt’s body hit the wall before slumping to the ground.
“Who the hell are these clowns?”  Dad asks, as he sets the girder down.
“Two of Devlin’s former associates.”  I tell him.
“So much for being under lock and key.”  Mitchell says, and turns to me.  “Now what?”
I float over to Kurt Kaplan’s unconscious form and start emptying his pockets.  I find a brown snakeskin wallet filled with folded bills, some keys, a cell phone and a pack of strawberry flavored chewing gum.  I take the cell and check it.  It’s still working, and Kurt must have roaming, as it’s picking up Batelco and has a pretty good signal.
“How much have they got on them?”  Maxwell asks once he has grown back to his full size of five feet ten, six feet away.
I frown at him, then dial Agent Forest.  She answers after a minute.
“Hello, Agent Forest.”  She answers sleepily in her Southern drawl.
“They’re making you work late, huh?”  I ask.
“Who is this?”  She asks.
“You-know-who.”
“Was the information useful?”  She asks eagerly.
“Devlin’s dead.”  I tell her flatly.
“What?  Really?”
“Where shall I bring his body?”
“Okay.  One second.”  She says, then I hear hold music.
“Find something to wrap the body in.”  I tell Maxwell.
He nods his head, then starts checking some of the administration offices that are sectioned off from the main hall by obscured glass panels.
The hold music stops, and I hear Agent Forest sit back down in her office chair.
“Can you bring him to Washington?”  Agent Forest asks warily.
“What, the White House?”  I ask hesitantly.
“No.  The J. Edgar Hoover building.  Someone will meet you on the roof.”
“Text me the address.”  I say, then hang up.
I’m walking over to Dad and Mitchell, when I hear a loud metallic clang and rattle behind me.
“Here.”  Maxwell says sounding pleased with himself.
I turn and see several large thin sheets of steel.  Each sheet is three feet wide, and five feet long.
“Yeah, that’ll do.”  I shrug, then walk over and start to arrange them on the concrete floor, so that they cover an area that is seven feet by four feet.
“Place him in the middle.”  I ask Maxwell.
“I’m not touching him.”  Maxwell replies, wrinkling his nose and stepping back.
Dad steps forward and slides one arm beneath Devlin’s blood splattered back, then grabs his leather belt and lifts him from the steel girders.  I point to the middle of the metal sheets, and Dad drops Devlin’s body right in the center.  I frown at him, then the cell phone vibrates.  I check the text message, then hear a groan coming from Johnny Kessler.
“Would you mind?”  I ask Mitchell and gesture to Johnny as he starts to look around.
Mitchell blurs and I hear something clang, while I start to bend the metal up and over Devlin’s body.  As I’m bending the metal over his chest, I look down and realize that his heart and part of his spine have been removed as well.  I close my eyes and take a slow steady breath, then complete the metal cocoon.  I crimp the edges with my fingers, then raise it from the concrete floor.
“Call Hustle.”  I ask, passing the cell phone to Mitchell.  “Time to leave.”  I tell Maxwell and show him the open locket.
He shrinks and hops up on to my arm, while Mitchell starts dialing.  Pamela appears two minutes later.  She sees the metal coffin and looks at me in disbelief.
“Is that….”  Pamela begins to ask.
“It’s over.  He can’t hurt anyone ever again.”  I tell her.
She nods, then takes Dad and Mitchell’s hand, before vanishing in a burst of dark light, with a faint pop.
 
 



Chapter Thirty Four
 
 
After a hearty meal of eggs and bacon, and a good night’s sleep, I play pallbearer one last time.  It’s midday when I descend through the final layer of clouds, with Devlin’s metal cocoon in my arms.  The FBI headquarters is hard to miss.  It’s surrounded by several helicopters that hover around the roof in a circle.  Over a hundred men in riot gear, carrying mean looking assault rifles dot the street outside, while two dozen wait on the roof.  I spot two news choppers hovering a block away.  Four square blocks have been cordoned off, and police stand near the barriers as a crowd of curious people start to form.
Oh, well.  Too late to back out now.
I descend toward the roof, nice and slow, holding the metal cocoon out in front of me for all to see.
The men with guns start to step back, and they raise their weapons when I’m a hundred feet from the roof.  I touch down silently, then kneel and place the metal cocoon on the grit near a large air-conditioning vent.
“Cosmic Girl.  Stay right where you are.  Don’t move.”  A man’s voice booms from a megaphone.
“I mean no one any harm.  I never have.”  I shout back and raise my hands, as a show of peace.
“Open it up.”  The voice booms back.
I reach down and start to peel back the metal, tearing pieces of metal off in the process.  Once I peel enough back, I stand up and raise my hands and take a step back.
“There he is, as promised.”  I shout.
The row of armed men fifty feet away start to murmur, then part.  A man in a navy blue suit, sporting a black bulletproof vest with the words, FBI embroidered on the chest in bold white lettering.  He’s holding a megaphone in one hand as he steps through the armed men, while carrying a Glock in his other hand.  He whispers something into a radio at his shoulder, then begins to march toward me.
“I’m not your enemy.”  I say as he gets closer.
He keeps his eyes on me, until he’s a few feet away, then he looks down.
“Geez.”  He mutters.  “What a mess.”
“I’d like to speak to…”
“I’m placing you under arrest, Cosmic Girl.  And you know damn well why.”  He says, then turns as six armed men run over.  “Take her away.”
I roll my eyes, then hold out my hands to them.  One of them looks down at the torn sheets of metal, before nodding at my hands.  The other guy shrugs and slaps the cuffs around my wrists.  I sigh and let them lead me away toward the roof entrance.
I’m taken downstairs into a plain gray hallway, then ushered toward an elevator with brushed steel doors.  The agents look nervously at me while we wait for the doors to open.  I yawn as I enter, then turn around to see them hesitate for a second, then they slowly enter, and one of them presses B3.
I hum a tune while the elevator descends.  The men shuffle their feet as they try and remain as far from me as they can.  I raise my hands to scratch my nose, and accidently break the chain on the handcuffs.
“Oops.”  I say, looking down as a part of the chain falls to the elevator floor.  “Sorry, fellas.”  I say and shrug.
When the doors eventually open, they exit quickly and aim their assault rifles at me, waving me forward.  I step casually from the elevator and look left and right down a brightly lit blue hallway.
One of them turns right and marches quickly in front of me, while one of them shoves me forward with his gun.  I feel the gun barrel bend against my back, and I look over my shoulder at the agent.
“I wouldn’t fire that, if I were you.”  I say and point to his damaged gun.
“Forward.”  He grunts, pointing to the right after his colleague.
I smile, then turn and walk after the agent, who is a few steps ahead of us.  The hallway curves to the left, and as I walk, I can start to hear some voices.  The man in the lead stops outside a large steel door, and points his assault rifle at me.  I stop in front of him, and he takes a step back, before waving me toward the steel door.
“Do I knock?”  I ask, looking around.
One of them quickly walks ahead and knocks on the door.
“I guess not.”  I mutter, as he steps back again.
The door beeps, then it starts to swing open slowly.  A gust of wind blows out from the room, brushing against my skin and making my long white hair flutter around my shoulders.
“Inside.”  A voice calls out from inside.
“See you, fellas.”  I say lightly, then float inside.
The thick steel door swings shut behind me, and the room is plunged into darkness.  I switch to thermal vision, and see the yellow and orange figure of a man sitting behind some kind of desk.  I recognize the portly figure and receding hairline.
“Well, well, if it isn’t my good friend.” I say into the darkness.  “Hello, Mr. Secretary of Defense.”  I cross my arms and hover in the air.
He sits silently.
“What, no words of welcome?”  I ask.
“Devlin’s really dead?”  His voice sounds angry.
“You know he is.  Now what do you want?”  I ask.
“You know damn well what I want.”
“And that is never gonna happen, so drop it already.”
“How dare you destroy a scientific research facility?”
“What are you talking about?  I didn’t destroy it.”
“That’s not what I’m going to tell the President.”
“You’re nuts.”
“No.  You are the crazy one.  I’ll see to it that you sleep for the rest of your life.”  He sneers. 
Shit!
“You wouldn’t.”
“Give me what I want.”
“No.  You’re just as bad as the Dubai Devil.  You don’t care who gets hurt, do you?”
“Have it your way.”  He says, then I hear something click, and he vanishes from view behind a wall that slides between us.
I look around, switching to night vision, but there’s no light at all.  
He thinks that he’s won.  We’ll see.
I sit down on the hard floor.
 
A day goes by in the darkness.  At least, I think a day has passed.  It’s hard to tell.  I sleep mostly.
 
I call for food and drink.  I get nothing.  No one answers me.  I sleep.
 
More days pass, and I begin to sleep more often.
 
A beep wakes me up, and a bright light shines from outside as the door swings slowly open.
“Cosmic Girl?”  A voice calls out.
I shield my eyes with my hand and blink back the sleep.
“Hello?”  I mumble.  
My voice sounds weak.  My mouth is so dry.
As more light floods into the room, I feel hands on my shoulders and I let them pull me to my feet.
I feel an arm around my shoulder, and I shuffle forward.  I’m so tired.  I’m beyond hungry and thirsty, and I’ve got the worse headache that I’ve ever had.  As I get closer to the light, my eyes feel like they want to explode.  I cry out in pain.
“Get a stretcher.”  Someone shouts, but their voice sounds faint, like they’re a mile away.
My legs crumple beneath me, and the world spins.
 
“Here, drink this.”  Someone says kindly.
I struggle to open my eyes, then when I do, I see a clear glass half filled with some kind of liquid.
“No.”  I mumble, and reach out to push it away.
“You must drink.  We can’t get an IV into you.”  The voice urges me.
“I don’t want to sleep.”  I start to cry.
“It’s just orange juice.”
“Prove it.”  I slur.
His face is starting to swim in front of me, but I manage to see him raise the glass to his lips.
“Did he swallow?”  I call out hoarsely.
“It’s okay.  I’m here.”  I recognize that voice.
“Bill?”  I ask, and look around for him, but this just sets the world into spinning again.
“Drink.”  Bill says, then I see him take the glass and hold it up to my trembling lips.
I take a sip, but when I swallow, it hurts so much I pass out.
 
“Hey, kiddo.”
I blink and try to open my eyes.
“Try and drink.”  The voice says, and as my vision returns, I see a very grave looking Bill sitting on the edge of my hospital bed.
I see the orange juice in his hand and nod my head.  He holds it up to my dry, cracked lips, and I take a small sip.
“Aagh.”  I groan as I swallow.
My head is swimming.
“Take it easy.  Breathe, okay.”  Bill says and pats my hand.
I breathe slowly in through my nose, then close my eyes for a second.
“Okay.”  I say and nod to the glass.
I take some more sips, and feel a flush of heat start to radiate out from my chest.
“Geez.  You’re burning up, kiddo.”  Bill says and leans back, putting the glass down on a side table.
“It’s okay.”  I tell Bill, then lie back against the pillows and enjoy the warmth.
“Umm, your skin is starting to glow.  Should it be doing that?”  Bill says in alarm and stands up.
“I’m okay, Bill.”  I tell him, then close my eyes and drift off into sleep.
 
The next day, I’m well enough to walk.  Bill shows me into the hospital garden, and I see the sky again for the first time in weeks.  We find a bench and sit down.
“How did you find me?”  I ask him, as a strong breeze brushes by my face.
“It seems your friend Frankie made good on his deal.”  Bill says and laughs.  “I never thought that I would see the day, when I would be thanking a mob boss.”
“And Donald Winters?” I ask.
“He’s currently under indictment, and things look pretty bad for him.  Misuse of funds, conspiracy to commit murder, framing you for murder, you name it.  Frankie sent the press everything.  Once they started looking into things, well, it just snowballed from there.”
“And you?”  I ask.
“Exonerated, and promoted.”  He says cheerily.
“I’m glad.”  I say and pat his hand.  “I’m sorry I got you into so much trouble.”  I tell him.
“Hey, you did nothing wrong.  Well, you did destroy some expensive equipment.  But I can understand that.”
“And the Sheikh?”  I ask and lean forward.
“He has diplomatic immunity, and there is no hard evidence linking him to Devlin’s murder, or your grandparents.  Sorry.”
“Does the President know?”
“Who do you think pardoned me?”
I sigh in relief.
“And me?”  I ask and close my eyes, enjoying the city life going on around me.
“You can talk about that, when you see him tomorrow.”
 “What?”  I ask and open my eyes.
“You are invited to the White House, to attend a special dinner.”
“Oh.”
Oh, crap.  What do I wear?
 
 



Chapter Thirty Five
 
 
I pull on the white pearlescent gloves and look at myself in the mirror.  Jessica grins from ear to ear, as she clips the white cape to my shoulders.  I slip on the white eye mask, tucking some hair behind my ears and adjusting the strap.
“Ready?”  Bill’s voice comes through loud and clear by my ears.
I raise my left wrist to my mouth.
“Not really.”
“I wish I was going with you.”  Jessica grumbles.
“Maybe next time.”  I say and grin.
She hugs me, then steps back.  I turn and walk from the large master bedroom into the living area.  Dad and Mitchell stand near the metal door.  Mitchell is wearing his black and red Crash costume, complete with American flag bandana.  It felt good to be back at the penthouse apartment again.  It isn’t home, but it will do for now.
“Hungry?”  Mitchell asks with a smile, and holds out his arm.
“Starving.”  I say, and take his arm.
“Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”  Dad says, opening the metal door.
I laugh, then rise up and kiss him on his stubbly cheek.
“Let’s go.” I say, then race up the lilac stairwell.
I wait for Mitchell on the roof, as a news helicopter hovers above us.  Its spotlight illuminates me as Mitchell emerges and closes the door behind us.  He races forward, and I’m lifted off my feet as he twirls me around.  I slip my arms around his thick neck and kiss him.  He kisses me back, then starts to blush as he looks up at the helicopter.
“You’re incorrigible.”  Mitchell laughs, then he scoops me up in his arms.
He takes a step back, then rushes toward the edge of the roof before leaping up into the air.  In seconds we’ve cleared ten miles and climbed to five thousand feet.  I drop from his arms, then as he passes by overhead, I rise up and wrap my arms around his waist.
“Don’t get scared now.”  I giggle, then accelerate to supersonic speed as I make my way toward Washington D.C.
 
When I make my descent toward 1600 Pennsylvania Ave, the place it lit up like the fourth of July.  Fireworks explode all around us as we drift slowly down toward the manicured lawn.  Limousines are still arriving, while an NBC and a CNN van sit outside the gates, waiting in line to get in.
“It’s nice to be invited this time, huh?”  Mitchell asks, while orange and red fireworks explode near our heads.
“I wonder what he wants to talk about.”  I say, then my feet touch down on the grass in front of the curved driveway.
“I hope they don’t serve anything weird.”  Mitchell says, and I laugh as we walk arm in arm up toward the steps, where the President and the First Lady stand greeting their guests.
“Good evening, sir.”  I say when he finishes shaking the hand of the man in front of us.
“Hello, and you must be Crash.”  The President says with a beaming smile, extending his hand to Mitchell.  “I’d like to personally thank you, for all that you’ve done for our great nation.”
Mitchell shakes his hand gently, then I curtsy awkwardly.
“Good evening, Cosmic Girl.  Lovely to finally meet you.”  The First Lady, Mary Jane Monroe, greets me with a dazzling smile and shakes my hand.
“I was thinking the same thing.”  I say, and smile as best I can, but I can’t beat hers.
“Terrance will show you to your seats.”  The President says politely, as more people arrive behind us.
“Thank you.”  I say, then a tall man in a burgundy suit appears in the doorway, and gestures us inside with his white-gloved hand.
“I wonder who else is here?”  I ask excitedly, as Terrance escorts us through the grand house.
“There are a lot of foreign dignitaries here.”  Mitchell whispers as he holds on to my arm.  “I feel ridiculous.”
“Then we’ll feel silly together.”  I say, and laugh up at him as he blushes.
I gasp when we enter the next room.  It looks like a grand ballroom, like the one in Silver Linings Playbook.  The huge room is filled with round tables, surrounded with chairs with clear glass backrests.  A long rectangular table sits at the back near a massive white marble fireplace.  An oil painting of Abraham Lincoln, the size of Mitchell, sits on the wall above the fireplace, overlooking the entire room.  I assume Terrance is going to lead us to one of the smaller round tables near the windows, but as I turn to walk over to the window, Terrance stops and turns around.
“This way, ma’am.”  He says, then gestures to the long rectangular table by the fireplace.
“He called me ma’am.”  I snigger to Mitchell as I follow him.
Other guests look up and gasp when he guides us around the long rectangular table and points at the place settings, where our names are written on gold card, resting on deep purple cloth napkins.  The napkins have been folded to resemble a star.  Beneath sits a white plate with gold filigree edging.
I blush when I see that the President will be sitting next to me.  I sit down carefully, making sure my new white cape drapes over the side of the chair.  Mitchell’s chair creaks dangerously when he sits down.
“Oh, god.  Please don’t break.”  Mitchell mutters under his breath.
A few camera flashes go off, and I look up and wave, while they talk in hushed tones and take some more photos.
As the tables slowly fill up, my stomach starts to let me know that it is definitely dinner time.
As the last of the guests enter, the President and his wife enter.  People start to stand up as they make their way toward us.  I stand up, and let my cape hang down behind me, as Mitchell gets up gingerly.
“Please, sit.”  The President says, motioning with his hands to the seats, and pulls his wife’s chair out.  Once she is seated, he sits down and unbuttons his suit jacket.
“Well, this is pleasant.”  The President says, then leans over to hear something his wife is saying into his left ear.
I sit down and adjust my cape, as waiters arrive, pouring white wine into our crystal glasses.
“Thank you, by the way.”  The President says quietly to me, then takes a sip of his wine.
“What for, Mr. President?”  I ask and lift the glass up to sniff.
“I had no idea what a snake Donald was.  And now with Devlin out of the picture, we can get back to business.” The President says amiably, and raises his glass to me.
“Business, sir?”  I ask, putting my glass back down.
“That journal of yours.  I must confess, I had my doubts.  But you definitely delivered on your part.”  He says.
Oh, thank god.
“We could sure use some help in locating certain individuals, sir.”  I say, and look around the room as more waiters start to enter, bringing plates of food.
“Yes, of course.  Whatever you need.”
I shake my head and take a deep breath.
“You do realize what is at stake, sir?”  I ask him.
“From what you told me, yes, I think I get the picture.”  He says, then leans back as a waiter lowers a plate of food in front of him.
The aroma of apples and walnuts rise up from the small plate of salad that’s placed in front of me.
“Who else is there?”  Bill’s voice comes through my eye mask, making me jump slightly.
I look at the President to make sure he’s eating first, then fork some salad into my mouth, before looking around the room.  I don’t see anyone that I recognize, but I do notice one of the waiters steal one of the scallops from a plate, when it is refused by a guest, as he takes it back out.
“I have no idea.”  I say into my left wrist, making the President look at me sideways.
“Who are you talking to?”  He asks, curiosity etched on his bronze face.
“Bill Kendrick, sir.”  I say.
“Ah.  And how is my new Director of Special Branch?”  The President asks, leaning forward to speak near my wrist.
“I’m great.”  Bill replies from my eye mask.
“He’s great, sir.”  I tell the President, tapping my eye band.
“What is Special Branch, sir?”  I ask.
He smiles knowingly, then leans back and forks a seared scallop into his mouth.
Uh, oh.
“Special Branch?”  Mitchell asks next to me, and I look at him and shrug my shoulders.
Above the clatter of cutlery and the rising volume of guests chatting, I hear something else which makes me tilt my head.
I close my eyes and shut out the room, focusing on the strange sound.  I feel Mitchell’s hand on my arm, but I try to home in on the origin of the familiar noise.
Plane engines.  They sound like they’re accelerating, and it’s getting louder.  Maybe five miles away.  No.  Three miles away.
My eyes snap open and I stand up slowly.
“What is it?”  Mitchell asks, and I give him a warning look, and pat his hand.
“Is something wrong?”  The President asks, looking up at me.
“I need to take care of something, sir.”  I say as I step away from my chair, and flick the cape over my shoulders.
“Should I be concerned?”  He asks, raising an eyebrow.
“Don’t worry.  I’ll be right back.”  I say, then rise up several feet and fly toward the exit.
 
 



 
 
 
 
To Be Continued...
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Farewell Devlin De Marco
May God have mercy on your soul.
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