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For my wife, Anneline.
You make me fly higher than I thought was possible.
 



One
 
 
Am I dead? 
I can’t feel my arms. I try and open my eyes, but nothing happens. 
My body doesn’t seem to be responding to me at all. I feel numb all over.
I feel cold. Not playing outside in the snow kind of cold, but deep in your bones frozen, like I’m never gonna feel warmth ever again. 
God, that’s a scary thought.
But wait. I’m thinking. So that means my brain must be working. I hope.
Oh god, please don’t let me be dead.
I can’t feel anything beneath me. It’s like I’m floating in space, with just darkness all around me and the cold. 
There’s no sound. Or maybe I just can’t hear anything because I’m deaf. 
Oh, no, please don’t let me be deaf.
Think, Britney. What do you remember?
I have a vague memory of Mitchell looking at me. We began coughing.
Why were we coughing? 
Oh, the mist. The mist that came in from outside the Lincoln Memorial. 
The Lincoln Memorial? What were we doing there?
Think. Why am I so confused? What happened?
I remember a smell. The last thing I smelled was this really awful stench. I think it was the purple mist. It smelled like garbage mixed with gasoline. It made my eyes water.
The mist? Where did it come from?
I begin to feel heavier now, like I’m being pulled down by invisible hands.
I feel a tingling sensation in my fingertips, then I feel my head pressing against something hard. 
Oh, thank god, I’m not dead.
I can hear something now. Not much. Just a high pitch whine at first, but now it’s getting lower in pitch. It’s like I’m inside a huge cave, with sounds echoing around me.
There’s a lot of noise, but it’s all overlapping, I can’t make out what it is.
I try and open my eyes, but all I see is bright light everywhere. It hurts my eyes, so I close them again. I can feel more in my fingers and arms now. 
Nothing in my legs. But what else is new.
My back feels cold, but this time I think it’s the floor that’s cold. It feels like I’m lying on concrete. Where am I? Are we still in the Memorial?
I open my eyes again. Wow, that’s bright. Damn, it still hurts.
A hand grabs my shoulder, then a familiar voice is calling my name.
“Britney. Britney, wake up. They’re coming.”
They? What?
I claw my way back to the conscious world. The first thing I notice is the smell. There’s a strong stench of sweat and urine. 
What the hell? 
I blink a few times, then Mitchell’s handsome face begins to form before my sore eyes.
“Mitchell!” I gasp. 
I push myself up from the concrete floor into a sitting position.
Relief flickers on his face for a second as he looks at me, then it’s replaced by fear as he looks over my shoulder.
I hear something click behind me. He sits down next to me and puts his arm around my shoulders. I hear heavy footsteps behind me approaching.
I look around at the other people in the cage. 
Huh, what the? 
Oh, my god, we’re in a cage.
I look around me. Thick steel bars encase us. The only light in the room comes from a bare bulb that dangles forlornly from the plain white ceiling.
I focus my attention back to the people in the cage as my heart begins to race. 
My fellow classmates who were on the field trip with me are here. There’s a bunch of adults who I don’t recognize huddled in one corner, trying to comfort some very young kids. The kids don’t look much older than ten. I don’t recognize them. Everyone is looking at what’s going on behind me and are shrinking back in fear. The kids are crying. Some of the girls are beginning to scream. 
What the hell is going on? Where are we?
“Mitchell, what’s happening?” I ask and cling to his arm.
“I don’t know,” he whispers back.
I hear a rattle of keys, and look up to my right.
Two towering men in yellow hazmat suits are standing by the cage door. The lead man inserts a key. With a loud click, he unlocks it and opens the cage. People edge back away from them as they enter boldly and point at one of my classmates. 
Becky, I think her name is. We haven’t spoken much. 
She screams and tries to crawl away, but the lead man reaches down and grabs her bare leg, then drags her backwards towards the cage door.
“What are you doing? Leave her alone.” I cry out at the men.
If only I could get up. I’d slap him so hard. 
Damn it, where’s my wheelchair?
Oh, wait. I forgot. It’s toast.
They ignore me and drag Becky through the door. One of them scoops her up from the floor, while she kicks and thrashes. The second man closes and locks the cage door. I close my eyes and lean in to Mitchell as they take her from the room. The door slams shut violently. Then I hear the click as it’s locked. I feel physically sick. I try to take deep breaths. Who are these monsters and where the hell are we?
I open my eyes and look around at everyone. It’s then that I notice they’re all wearing hospital gowns. I blink and look down at my useless legs. I’m wearing a green hospital gown too, so is Mitchell. I can feel Mitchell’s chest rising and falling quickly. His arm around me is shaking as he pulls me closer. I notice my other friends huddled by one side. I wave them over frantically.
“Hey, Britney.” Beth whispers as she gets closer.
“Hey.” I say back.
Stuart sits down near me, but just stares at the floor.
“Where’s Paul?” I ask, as I can’t see his blond spiky head anywhere.
“They took him.” Mitchell says quietly.
“Oh, no.” I moan.
The door clicks behind me and I hear the heavy footsteps again. This time accompanied by something being dragged. I hear the jangle and the metallic click. I look up as the cage door is opened and they shove a boy through. He collapses on the floor in a heap. Then they close and lock the cage before leaving. They slam the door shut again. Then I hear the click. Beth crawls over to the boy and strokes his back.
“Are you okay?” Beth asks him.
I hear a groan, and see his shoulders shaking as he cries. Beth lifts his head and cradles him. That’s when I see his pale face. It’s Paul, the exchange student from England.
“Paul!” I almost scream.
His face has been beaten. There are bruises over his left cheekbone and jaw. His bottom lip is split and his left eye is swollen. My god, what are they doing to us? Why are they doing this?
“They never even asked me any questions.” Paul says as he wipes the blood from his mouth with his sleeve.
My stomach feels tied up in knots. My heart hammers in my chest and my breathing quickens as I look upon my friend. How dare they do this to my friends.
Where’s Miss Wheeler, our teacher? I look amongst the adults, but can’t see her. 
My mouth feels dry. I’m so thirsty.
“What did they do?” Mitchell asks.
Paul sobs for a few seconds, then pulls up his left sleeve. I can see a thick bandage covering his upper arm. Some blood is still visible beneath the wadding. Paul looks up at Mitchell. He looks as confused as the rest of us.
“They stabbed me.” Paul says after a while.
I notice Paul look behind me, then raise his middle finger and give something the bird. I peer over my shoulder. There’s a security camera in the top corner, near the ceiling. Its black glass eye is trained on us. The sound of a drill comes from a nearby room, followed shortly by blood curdling screams. 
A while later and the bare light bulb begins to glow dimmer. A strange buzzing sound emanates from it. What the hell are they doing to her? 
The poor kids are hysterical. All I can hear now is screaming. I close my eyes and press my face into Mitchell’s chest. I hear the click and instantly open my eyes and turn towards the door. The men enter with Becky and push her forward, with the gun pressed against her back. Her normally neat black hair is a mess, and she looks very pale. Her eyes are distant and vacant. They open the cage door and Becky walks slowly inside and heads to a corner far away from us. The gunman then points at me. Mitchell jumps up and steps in front of me. 
“No. Take me instead.” Mitchell cries out. 
“No. Don’t leave me. Please.” I beg and tug on his bare leg.
The man nods and waves Mitchell forward with the gun. 
I try to get a look at the men, but their visors are mirrored and merely reflect the white room and steel bars. They lock the cage door behind them and force Mitchell forwards, with the muzzle of the gun digging into his back. 
I reach out hopelessly for him as he looks over his shoulder at me. The goodbye in his face makes me terrified. The white door closes behind them. It locks.
I feel sick.
“Why are they doing this?” I cry out.
Paul pats my arm, then winces.
One of the adults walks over and crouches down by us.
“We should jump them.” The man says. 
He looks about forty and has a receding hairline above a plump round face. Not exactly the kind of guy I’d expect to lead a charge.
“They have a gun.” I point out to him.
“There’s only two of them. We could try and grab the gun.” He says. 
But it sounds more like he’s trying to convince himself rather than us, as he glances around nervously.
“They’re huge, in-case you hadn’t noticed.” Paul replies.
Thinking back, they did tower over Mitchell and he’s six feet tall.
“They also have a gun. If you want to be shot first, be my guest.” I say. 
The man shoots me a filthy look. He mutters something unpleasant under his breath and stands up. 
He’s just about to step away, when a single gunshot rings out from a room nearby, making everyone jump. 
The man slinks back to the corner where the only toilet is. Most of the stench is emanating from that general direction.
“Oh my god, Mitchell!” I cry out.
My heart stops. I can’t hear anything else, just the sound of the gunshot, as it replays in my head on an endless loop.
Mitchell. My friend since I was knee-high. He’s gone. 
I can feel my heart breaking into a thousand sharp pieces. Each fragment, reminding me with agonizing clarity that I will never get to tell him how I feel. 
Now he’ll never know how much I love him. Never know how often I dreamed of kissing his lips. Or how I fantasize about him dropping to his knee one day and realizing that I am, of course, the only girl for him.
He was the only guy for me. I think I always had a crush on him, even before I liked boys.
I would never admit it though. But now. It’s too late. 
He’s gone.
I blink and try to breathe. 
The world slips as my arms give way.
It’s only when the two men in hazmat suits are towering over me that I even notice them. They’re alone this time. 
The confirmation of my fears sends me over the edge.
I’m screaming now. At least, I’m trying to scream. But I can’t seem to make a sound.
One of their reflective visors turns in my direction. He looks down at me. 
He crouches down and scoops me up into his arms, as easily as picking up a puppy. 
I look at the other man, and the gun in his white-gloved hand. 
The man carries me to the cage door and steps through.
He reeks of rubber and sweat.
As if in slow-motion, I’m carried towards the white-painted brick wall, where the door stands ajar. 
The tears roll down my cheeks as I look back at Paul and Beth. They stand near the bars, staring after me. Their mouths open, but I can’t hear any sounds right now, just my own breathing and my heart thumping. 
Then the door closes and I find myself in a dim corridor. There are two long passages with several doors. The walls are ordinary red brick out here. 
Dirty pipes run above us down the length of the hallway and to our right. Both corridors stretch on for fifty or sixty feet, before ending at a single shiny black door. Long florescent tubes above us illuminate the way as the man carries me to the right and heads toward one of the black doors. Some of the lights flicker on and off sporadically. The effect is unsettling. 
“You don’t have to do this you know.” I plead and look at the man’s visor. 
All I see is my own terrified face reflected back at me. His rugged breathing is his only response. The man with the gun is a few steps behind. I’m trembling. 
I fear that black door. 
The hallway feels cold. My hospital gown is split up the back. I begin to shiver for many reasons. 
“Please. Don’t hurt me.” I beg, as I break out in a cold sweat.
“Tell me what you want? I’ll cooperate, I swear.” I implore.



Just more breathing. The man walking behind us brings up the black gun to examine it. He pulls the top section of the gun back, and it makes a loud click-click sound. The man who is carrying me stops to let the other man step in front and knock on the door. It opens after a few seconds and he carries me inside. 
The room is smaller than the holding room. There’s a metal table in the center. Above the operating table is a round light, with multiple bulbs. The glare from the lights hurt my eyes. 
On a metal trolley next to the table are sharp implements of varying size and shape. I notice some dark spots of dried blood on the concrete floor near the table. 
Oh save me.
One wall has a huge mirror fitted to it. The mirror is almost the same length as the room. An old man wearing a white uniform and a green surgeon’s apron stands calmly near the table. A white cloth facemask covers his lower face, while a green shower cap covers most of his grey hair. His tanned wrinkled face turns as we enter. His cold grey eyes light up as he sees me. He nods to the table.
God, help me, please!
The man carries me over to the metal table and places me down, then backs away. It’s freezing. I shiver as I look up at the old man, quaking with fear. He touches something behind me and I hear a hissing sound. 
This is it. I prepare myself for the worst.
I picture my dad’s rugged face, with his two day stubble and baby blue eyes. I kiss him goodbye. 
I see my sister, Jessica, in her heavy metal t-shirt. She’s yelling at me for something I’ve done wrong. But I don’t care. I give her a mental hug goodbye.
I try to tell myself, that at least now, Mitchell and I will be together. But I’m terrified.
Will it hurt?
A rubber mask with a hose attached is held over my face. 
I try to hold my breath for as long as I can. But eventually, I have to breathe. 
The room starts to dissolve. Then all goes black.



Two
 
 
I dream I’m flying high above my hometown of Chicago. It’s a beautiful sunny day, and I notice the people below me are not wearing any jackets as they gaze up and point at me. There’s hardly a wisp of cloud in the blue sky as I fly past Willis Tower. I bank right and fly away from the river towards the Pier. The John Hancock building, now on my left, catches the rays of the sun on one side and casts a perfect reflection of the blue sky behind me. It’s so bright, it almost blinds me as I fly over Michigan Avenue. The sun bathes me in its warmth as my hospital gown flaps in the morning breeze that comes off Lake Michigan. It’s the only sound I can hear, everything else is muted. The Ferris Wheel is just up ahead, and the morning traffic on Lakeshore Drive is starting to grow. 
A seagull squawks as it flies by beneath me. I watch as it takes a wide loop back towards the lake. 
I begin to accelerate. 
Soon the skyscrapers become a blur beneath me. Wind whistles past my ears as I rocket through the sky, then it becomes a thundering roar. I thrust my pale arms forwards, just like Superman. With my arms so close to my ears, it helps reduce the noise. I slow down after a few seconds and find the landscape beneath me has changed dramatically. 
I can now see white buildings, tree lined streets below and one thing that stands out in particular. 
A tall concrete Egyptian looking needle, which stands proudly near a long clear pond. At the other end of the pond, hundreds of people are gathering. Some are walking towards the white marble steps that lead up to the Lincoln Memorial. I see myself sitting in my wheelchair being pushed by Mitchell near the base of the steps. 



I feel myself being pulled inexorably towards the steps. Part of me wants to resist and stay in the air, but another part of me wants to be close to Mitchell. I sigh as I give in and allow myself to be sucked down. 
In an instant, I find myself in my wheelchair looking up the steps. The shadowy form of Lincoln is inside, sitting thoughtfully and gazing out over the still pond. 
I’m in Washington D.C. again.
“That’s a lot of steps.” I groan and look up at Mitchell.
Mitchell smiles down at me and walks around to the side. He bends down and lifts me from my wheelchair. I blush as I dangle in his strong arms. But I love it. 
Miss Wheeler, our art teacher walks over and looks at us.
“They have an elevator, guys.” Miss Wheeler says and points to the far left, before walking up the steps.
Mitchell shrugs and carries me up the steps. He turns halfway up. 
I spy Zack talking with Beth on the sidewalk. 
“Hey, Zack?” Mitchell calls out.
“Yeah?” Zack replies as he looks up at us.
“Can you bring her wheelchair up, man?”
Zack nods. “No problem.”
I swing in his arms as he carries me carefully up the white marble steps. I peer over Mitchell’s right shoulder as Zack folds my wheelchair and begins pulling it up. I smile in gratitude at Zack, who winks back as Beth catches up with us.
“See you inside.” Beth says and races up the steps and joins Miss Wheeler by one of the colonnades.
I’m watching Zack’s progress over Mitchell’s right shoulder, when I hear some screaming. I see something large and white moving fast through the park opposite.
What is it? 
Then with a crash, a large white delivery van erupts through the trees and races towards the steps. 
“Look out!” I shout, as the van nears a group of seven girls in pale blue uniforms. 
The girls shriek and jump out of the way, but the van clips a straggler. 
I scream when I hear the loud bang as the poor girl is hit. Her limp body is thrown several feet while the van keeps coming. 
“Zack, get up here. Now!” Mitchell shouts as the van heads for the steps.
It shows no sign of slowing.
Zack drops my wheelchair and leaps to the side as the van mounts the steps. I can hear the crunch, as my wheelchair is crushed under its wheels. 
The van grinds to a halt, but its wheels are still spinning, trying to find purchase. 
Zack sits up and scuttles back away from the van. Through the windshield, I make out three dark forms.
“Zack, hurry and get up here!” Mitchell calls out, as Zack gets up slowly. 
Zack’s face is red as he stomps over to the van. He begins kicking the driver’s door.
“What the hell are you playing at?” Zack shouts as he kicks the door again
Security men rush down the steps, while police officers approach the van from below. With firearms raised, they walk steadily towards the van.
“Get out with your hands up. Move slowly, or we will shoot you.” One of the police officers barks as he approaches the front of the van.
“Zack, please get…” I don’t get a chance to finish my sentence. 
There’s a blinding flash and a deafening boom.
Mitchell is blown clear off his feet and I feel myself falling. 
I find myself lying on the floor inside the memorial and gazing up at the ceiling. Clouds of dust are billowing in from outside. Bright yellow spots flash and dance in front of my eyes, like fireflies on acid.
There’s a loud ringing in my ears and the explosion is repeating itself in my head like a broken record. I blink and try to push myself up in to a sitting position. 
My arms hurt. I look down and see various cuts and scrapes up both of my arms. I look behind me, as Mitchell sits up and looks at me in shock. His face is covered in a grey dust. I reach up and touch my face experimentally. I look at my fingers. They are covered in a grey dust also.
In slow-motion, I see Beth run to the entrance and look outside. Her mouth opens wide as if screaming, but I can’t hear anything but the ringing. She collapses to the dusty floor and buries her ebony face in her hands.
“Oh my god, Zack.” I mutter, but I can hardly speak. 
I struggle for breath, while I try to listen to what people are saying, but all I hear is the ringing in my ears. 
A few minutes pass by, then people’s voices start to filter through, but they sound muffled, like my head is wrapped in cotton wool.
I turn my head and look behind me. Miss Wheeler, our art teacher, is holding on to Mitchell, trying to restrain him as he seeks to go outside.
“No. Stay here. Mitchell, please.” Miss Wheeler begs. 
Mitchell’s brown eyes are now bloodshot and tears streak down his dusty face, making tracks. I hear a crackling sound coming from outside, then the screaming starts. The ringing is almost gone as Paul walks over and tries to raise me from the marble floor. 
As I sit up, I notice something licking at the entrance. I frown and watch as a murky purple mist creeps over the steps and is blown towards us.
“What the hell is that?” I ask.
Paul looks up and sees it too.
“Damn, that stinks!” Paul mutters as he begins to drag me away from it.
I agree. It smells like a combination of sewage and diesel. It burns my nostrils when I inhale.
“What is that?” I hear Miss Wheeler’s scared voice call out from behind me. “Everyone, over to the corner near Abe, now!” Miss Wheeler calls out.
Paul continues to drag me slowly backwards. Then I feel a large hand under my back and I’m raised from the floor.
I look into Mitchell’s grief stricken face as he quickly carries me to the corner where Miss Wheeler and my classmates are huddled together. Mitchell sits down on the floor and cradles me in his arms. 
We watch the approach of the purple mist. As more of it worms its way into the memorial, it begins to build and grow in size. It’s now coming up to a grown man’s knees. 
He’s standing in the corner near the entrance with a small group of children. 
I watch as the mist curls around the man’s legs before moving on to the children. The man coughs, softly at first and then more violently. Then he begins gasping for breath and clutches at his throat. His knees buckle and he collapses to the floor with a sickening thud.
“Oh my god.” I scream.
I feel Mitchell’s warm arms hold me tighter.
“Everyone, sit down on the floor.” I hear Miss Wheeler call out in panic.
“What’s happening, Miss?” A girl asks.
“I, I don’t know. But listen…”
I listen intently. I can hear the faint wail of sirens approaching. They seem to be getting closer. I hear them clearly above the noise of the crackling and the screams outside.
“You see, they’re coming for us.” Miss Wheeler says reassuringly. 
The purple mist is almost upon us. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Paul look at me for a moment, then look at Mitchell. He backs away as the mist arrives. It engulfs my legs and then my waist. As it reaches my arms, I feel its moist clinging touch. The smell up close is over-powering. I begin to cough, as does everyone else. 
The ringing in my ears is gone now and the yellow spots have now been replaced by red spots. My vision swims as I cough and gasp for breath. I look desperately at Mitchell, as tears sting my eyes. He leans down towards me.
I reach for his beautiful face as everything starts to blur. Then the world melts away to darkness. 
 



Three
 
 
I wake briefly to find a tube down my throat, and a needle in my arm. I gaze up at a bag of fluid. I try to move my hands, then I pass out again.
When I awake again, my back is sore and I feel a throbbing pain in my right arm. 
I’m lying on a hospital gurney in a large, clean smelling room, with fluorescent lights overhead. The metal railings have been raised up on both sides. I lift my right arm to take a look, but it feels like iron. There’s a thick bandage over my forearm. Around the edge of the bandage, I can see a faint smudge of dried blood. The tube from my throat is gone, but it feels scratchy. I hear a moan coming from my right and I raise my head and look. There’s another gurney a few feet away. Lying on it, is Mitchell.
“Mitchell.” I try and say, but my throat is sore. My voice sounds croaky.
Oh my god, he’s alive. 
Tears streak down my happy face as I watch him sleep. I want to reach out and touch him. To let him know that I’m here. But he’s too far away.
He groans and turns his head, but his eyes remain closed. His face is bathed in sweat, and his left hand is trembling. He’s still wearing the green hospital gown, but I can see some dark spots on his chest area. His left shoulder and upper arm are wrapped tightly in bandages.
“What did those monsters do to you?” I whisper. 
Someone coughs nearby. I try to look, but I can’t raise my head high enough.
“Who’s that?” I call out.
“Sarah. Who are you?” A scared voice calls from the other side of the room.
“I’m Britney.” I reply. “Where are you from Sarah?”
“Boston. You?”
“Chicago. Were you in Washington D.C.?”
“No. I was in Dallas. There was an explosion in a shopping mall….I blacked out.”
“Was there a purple mist?” I ask.
There’s silence for a few seconds. 
“I think so. What’s going on, Britney? Are we at war?”
“Don’t know. Do you have any idea where we are?”
“No.” Then I hear her begin to sob quietly.
“It’ll be okay, Sarah.” I say. “We’ll get out of here.”
“How?” Sarah responds and starts whimpering.
I look around. 
“I don’t know yet.” 
There’s a window high up on the wall. It has bars on it, like a prison. Outside looks dark. I have no idea what time it is. There’s a faint sound of car horns and a bell being rung nearby. 
Where are we? 
I notice a security camera is looking down at us from the corner near the door. I can hear its motor whir as it rotates from left to right.
“Can you move?” I ask. 
There’s some shuffling, then a clink of metal on metal.
“Can’t. I’m handcuffed to the gurney.”
“Damn.”
I turn my head towards the white metal door at the sound of quick approaching footsteps. There’s a click and the door swings open. 



A tall thin man with shoulder length black hair in a white orderly’s uniform enters carrying a tray. The lower part of his face is covered by a white cotton mask. I was hoping for food on the tray, but no. On the metal tray lay three syringes. 
I sigh and wait as he puts the tray down on my legs, and picks up a syringe. 
“Oh, sure, don’t mind me.” I say testily.
His brown eyes don’t show any emotion as he swabs my arm and looks for a vein. 
I close my eyes and wait for the needle. He’s surprisingly gently for his size.
He actually swabs the wound afterwards and places a Band-Aid with SpongeBob SquarePants on it, over the puncture. 
He then picks up the tray and moves to the corner.
“Ow.” I hear Sarah moan.
The room begins to dissolve and I feel myself falling deeper into the thin mattress.
 
When I open my eyes, I’m staring up at the steel bars of the cage. 
So, I’ve been moved back to the cage again. What the hell are they doing?
“Hi.” I hear Mitchell’s warm voice, then he leans over and looks down at me. 
There was so much I wanted to say, but all I can manage is. “Hi.”
“How long was I gone?” I ask Paul, who is sitting nearby, as I try to sit up.
“A week.”
“WHAT?”
He smiles half-heartedly as he looks at me. “I’m just glad you’re back. I thought they killed you both.”
Why didn’t they kill us? What the hell are they doing? I feel like a lab rat. 
There’s a click, then the door opens. In come Beavis and Butthead again. They’re dragging one of the adults in behind them. I watch as they unlock the cage and throw the woman down onto the concrete floor. They then point to the chubby balding man who had spoken to us before. He walks calmly forward, but I can see that he’s sweating. His wide eyes are darting between our two captors. As he steps through the cage door, I see him look over his shoulder. As they step out after him, he turns and lunges at the man holding the gun. He grabs the man’s white-gloved hands and tries to wrestle the weapon from him. The other man in the hazmat suit grabs the balding man’s arms from behind and drags him away from the gunman. The balding man manages to get his right arm free and elbows the man in the hazmat suite in the stomach, who grunts and throws the guy to one side. The gunman steps back and watches as the other man uses his elbow to strike the balding man in the temple, before kicking the legs out from under him. The balding man crashes to the floor, before being viciously kicked in the head. 
The other gunman steps forward casually and aims his weapon at the chubby man’s angry face. He pulls the trigger without a moment’s hesitation. 
I see the muzzle flash twice. The back of the man’s head erupts all over the floor. 
Oh my god!
His body twitches a few times. I turn away and stare at the floor. I feel Mitchell’s arm around me, as he pulls me close. There’s absolute silence in the room. People just stare in shock as they enter the cage again and point to someone else. A middle-aged woman with blond hair, with streaks of white running through it nods obediently. She walks towards them without a word. They lock the cage and escort her from the room, leaving the man’s bloody body there on the concrete floor, leaking blood and black fluid from his head. The door closes behind them and then I hear the familiar click. 
Only then do people start screaming, while others run to the toilet in the corner to throw up. I glance at the man’s lifeless body and feel Mitchell’s hand on my arm.
“There was nothing we could do.” He says in a flat tone.
I look into his frustrated brown eyes.
“Right.” I say numbly.
The younger kids cower in the corner, while some of the adults try to comfort them.
Word’s fail to describe how I feel.
The lady is escorted back an hour later. Her skin looks pinker and her eyes are bloodshot. Her hands are trembling as she enters the cage and shuffles over. 
She sits down on the floor, brings her knees up and wraps her arms around them and begins to rock back and forth. The men lock the cage and then leave the room.
“They didn’t take anyone.” I note.
“I think everyone’s been taken already.” Paul says.
I turn as Stuart walks over and sits down silently next to me.
“How are you?” I ask him.
He hasn’t spoken to us for some time, and I miss my friend. He looks at me and then shrugs his shoulders, but doesn’t say anything.
 
The men return twenty minutes later with large metal trays. On the trays are silver metal bowls, with clear plastic cups full of water. The lead guy sets his tray on the ground and then unlocks the cage door. People back away as he picks up the tray and enters. He sets his tray down on the floor inside the door, then steps back outside. The other man enters and sets his tray down next to the first. I can see the bowls are full of steaming oatmeal and lick my lips. I’m so hungry it’s redonkulous. They step back outside and lock the cage door. 
They grab the man’s dead body and drag it outside, as we each grab a bowl and plastic cup. 
I eat mine slowly and take small sips of water in-between mouthfuls. Paul devours his in seconds, then drinks his water and sets his bowl and cup back on the tray. After everyone has finished, we set our bowls and cups back on the metal trays.
They then back away as the men unlock the cage door and come in to collect them. They leave the room with the trays through the usual door, it clicks behind them. The overhead light is then switched off from somewhere, throwing the whole room into inky darkness. 
“Do you think our parents are looking for us?” Mitchell asks quietly after a while.
I sigh. “I hope so.”
 



Four
 
 
The experiments continue over the next few days. But when people return to the cage this time, they look different. They seem visibly shaken as usual, but now look at each other with a confused expression. I try to find out what’s going on.
“Some big machine and a weird looking rock.” One of the adults says.
“I think they’re using radiation.” Stuart says as we all huddle together.
“What was the rock?” I ask.
“Never seen anything like it before.” Stuart replies. “It was big, with weird crystals sticking out of it.”
“What? Crystals?” Mitchell asks.
“You’ll see.” Stuart says and then walks away as he begins to cough.
I’m curious now. What’s the rock, and why the radiation, if it’s true?
Stuart’s a brain. The smartest kid in my physics class, so I don’t doubt him.
I don’t have to wait long. 
The gunmen point at me. I nod and hold out my arms to them to make it easier. The usual guy picks me up and carries me outside. I’m not afraid anymore. I merely hang there in his big rubber-smelling arms and wait for what is going to happen next. We head straight down the corridor across from the cage room, then turn left three doors down and enter a large room. Sure enough, there’s a big machine attached to one wall. It’s white, metallic, round and much bigger than I am. I’m five foot three, so the machine is at least two feet taller than me. It occupies the entire wall on my right. In the middle of the room is a large metal table. 
On the table is a boulder. It’s the size of a washing machine. I see some pale blue crystals jutting out of it at odd angles here and there. The stone itself is almost black, but as it catches the light, it glimmers and changes color. The rock is also peppered with small globs of what looks like silver. The little silver egg-shaped indentations catch the light, but it’s the pale blue crystals which draws my eyes.
They’re pretty. What is this? 
There’s a chair waiting for me. When my captor sets me down, I smile up at him.
“Thank you.” I say. 
Truly grateful that I don’t have to sit on the cold concrete. He stops and looks at me, with his reflective visor staring right at me only a few inches away. He nods and then backs away and leaves the room. 
I hear the click as the door is locked. There’s just the rock and the machine in the room with me. I notice a security camera, like in the other rooms. It’s perched in the corner of the room near the door, close to the ceiling. 
There are two lights above the door. One is green, which is lit, the other is red, which is off. As I watch, the green light goes off, then the red one comes on. The overhead light is switched off and the room is plunged into darkness. The red light above the door pulses on and off. It’s creepy. 
Then I hear a motor begin to whine as something is switched on. I can just about make out the machine across the room from me in the red gloom. It begins to move forward on a mechanical arm. The main round face of it is beginning to rotate. Slowly at first, then it gathers speed. The whine of the machine grows louder. As it reaches a high pitch wail, another light begins to come on. The pale blue crystals in the rock are beginning to glow and pulse. As I gaze at the pulsing blue crystals, a strange feeling begins to nibble at my fingers. My fingertips begin to tingle, then the feeling spreads up my fingers to my hands and forearms. I look down at my hands and move my fingers. They tickle. 
I laugh nervously. The blue crystals stop pulsing and begin to glow brighter and brighter. In the dark room, the light is blinding. It feels like I’m being hosed down with warm water as the light envelopes me. I notice a strange smell in the air, like wet paint. 
Then something amazing happens. My toes begin to tickle and tingle. The feeling creeps up my legs, as tears begin to trickle from my amazed eyes. I begin to laugh. I look down at my legs and move my toes.
Holy guacamole! My toes moved. 
It’s been over ten years since I last saw that happen. 
“Oh my god!” I blurt out.
Am I dreaming?
I place my feet down on to the floor and gasp when I feel the cold concrete under my feet. This is really happening. I can feel the muscles in my legs move as I twirl my feet in small circles. Tears are in freefall now as I make fists with my toes. The desire to stand is intense. I need to test this. I lean forward and ready myself. Well, okay, here goes nothing. 
I brace my hands on either side of the chair and take a deep breath. I push down with my arms and stand up. I’m a little shaky, but I’m upright. I spread my arms wide and cry as the blue light bathes me in its warmth.
Why couldn’t they have done this sooner? This is amazing. I feel giddy.
The machine begins to wind down and the whining dies. The blue light fades, the crystals pulse a few times and then the room turns to red as their light is extinguished. 
“Aww.” I moan. I was enjoying that.
The overhead light comes on after a few seconds. The red one is switched off and the green light comes back on. I totter towards the rock to take a closer look. I reach out and touch the meteorite. The rocky surface feels cold to the touch, but the crystals feel warm and a little sharp.
You wonderful hunk of space rock. 
“Thank you.” I say and pat it.
I cut my palm on one of the sharp blue crystals. I smile and massage my injured hand.
I step back as the door is unlocked. As it opens, my usual captor enters and stops. He looks at me for several seconds as I stand near the rock. Then he holds out his white gloved-hand to me. I lurch forward slowly and take his hand. He looks down at me and leads me outside. He turns left and walks towards the black door. He points to a room on our right after several feet. 
The door is already open, a table and chair has been placed in the center of the room. There’s no one here, just a huge mirror on the right wall in front of the table. I enter and hobble towards the table and sit down in the chair. It feels weird now that I can feel my butt again. I chuckle as I squirm in the chair. My butt feels cold. My captor enters after a few seconds carrying a jug of orange juice and a tall glass. He sets it down on the table and looks up at the wall length mirror, then leaves. 
I hear the lock click once the door is closed. 
I notice a strange metallic taste in my mouth, so I pour myself a glass of orange juice. I drain the whole glass in seconds. I’m so thirsty. I pour myself a second glass and then I hear the strange voice.
“Hello, Forty-Two.” A deep mechanical voice booms from hidden speakers.
 



Five
 
 
The voice is emanating from the huge mirror. 
“How do you feel?” The strange mechanical voice booms.
“Hmm, let me think? I feel….KIDNAPPED!” I reply as I glare at the mirror.
“Where are we, and why are you doing this to us?” I demand.
“That’s not important.” The strange voice replies. Geez, it’s loud. Can’t they turn down the volume?
“It is to me. Who the hell are you, and why are we here?”
“Just answer the question.”
I fold my arms. “Why should I?”
A small television that hangs from the wall near the door suddenly flares to life.
“Watch what happens to those who don’t cooperate.”
I look up at the screen as grey static hisses, then the static disappears and is replaced by an image. It’s of this room. 
The view is looking down at an angle at the very spot I‘m sitting in. The chair is empty. 
I turn my head and look behind me. I see a security camera attached to the wall near the ceiling. Its black lens is looking right at me. I turn back. The chair is still empty on the television.
“Keep watching.” The voice booms.
Then a woman comes into view, followed by one of the goons in the hazmat suits. The woman sits down and looks around. I recognize her instantly.
“Miss Wheeler?”
“You knew her?” The voice booms.
“She’s my teacher.” I reply.
“Keep watching.”
There’s no sound, but I can see Miss Wheeler fold her arms and shake her head. Then she gets up from the chair and walks to the mirror. She bangs on it with her fists. 
Then she turns toward the door. The man in the hazmat suit enters. I can just make out the top of his shoulder and his arm. He’s holding a gun.
“No.” I mutter. My heart hammers in my chest as I watch. Please, no.
I see Miss Wheeler raise her right hand. 
The gun is fired. There are two flashes and then she topples over backward with two bullet holes in her forehead.
“You monster!” I scream.
“Temper, temper.” The booming voice mocks.
“She never hurt anyone.” I shout.
I stand up from the chair, seething in anger.
“Sit down. Or shall I call him back?” The voice booms menacingly.
“No.” I reply quickly. 
I glance down by the mirror and notice some dark spots on the concrete floor. 
I sit down again quickly. I glare at the mirror as the television is switched off.
“Now. First of all, how long were you in a wheelchair?”
“Over ten years.”
“How old are you?”
“Sixteen.” I reply.
“How did the light make you feel?”
“Like hitting your funny bone. Tingling, ticklish feeling.”
“Did you feel anything in your spine?”
“Oh.” I try to remember, but I was so distracted by the ticklish feeling, that I had overlooked something. “I felt warm all over.” I add.
“Did you have any strange thoughts?”
“Stranger than normal?”
“Anything unusual? Any visions?”
“No.”
“How do your legs feel now?”
“To tell the truth, it feels really weird.”
“It’s been a long time?”
“Yeah. I guess having feeling back in them so quickly, it’s weird.” I look down at my legs and then I look up at the huge mirror. “What did you do? What is that rock?”
“That is all, Forty-Two.”
“Wait. Who are you?” I called out. 
But I get no reply. I hear a click as the door is unlocked.
I drain my orange juice before the door is opened. My silent captor comes in and stands waiting at the door. The metallic taste in my mouth still lingers as I get up and walk towards him. Geez, he’s big. I feel like a Hobbit standing next to him. 
He gestures back down the hallway and I walk ahead of him, as we make our way back to the cage room. I cough a couple of times as we walk, then I stop in front of the door and wait for him to unlock it. Once open, I walk inside and head towards the cage. Mitchell and Paul both do a double take as they see me walking towards them. The cage door is unlocked and I walk inside.
“Oh my god.” Mitchell mutters as he walks over.
“Nice to see you, too.” I say as he laughs.
A crowd starts to form as people notice me standing.
“Britney?” Beth says.
I turn and see her coffee-colored face staring at me with wide eyes.
“Hey, Beth.” I step forward and give her a hug.
“How?” She asks as she gapes at me. I’ve never seen her so surprised.
“I don’t know. A weird piece of rock with blue crystals.” I say and shrug.
“A rock did this?” Paul asks.
I nod and smile. “It was pretty. It reminded me of a meteorite. You know, like in Superman, with the Kryptonite.” I say.
“What? It’s from space?” Paul asks.
“Meteorites hit the Earth all the time. It’s the first I’ve heard of one with blue crystals embedded in it.” Stuart says.
Then we notice our silent captor is still standing there. 
He’s leaning against the cage door, as if waiting. We all look at him, then he steps away and points at Stuart.
“I just found out something else.” I say and they all turn to face me, as Stuart obeys our jailor and steps forward.
“Miss Wheeler’s dead. They killed her.” I say. 
For the next seven days, people went one by one, to be zapped with the meteorite and the machine, I presume. On the eighth day, they came back for me. 
I follow him into the same room where the last experiment happened. Only this time the meteorite looks different. It’s a pale orange color, with deep purple circular crystals embedded in it. The size is different too, this rock is only as big as a bowling ball. I sit in the chair left for me and the man leaves the room and locks the door. I wait for the red light to come on and pulse. I ready myself for the unknown. 
What is this meteorite going to do to me? 
The overhead light is switched off and then the machine begins to whine as it’s switched on from somewhere. The machine moves closer to the table that holds the chunk of space rock and begins to rotate. The purple crystals begin to pulse gently as the machine begins to whine louder. Then as the machine reaches its loudest high-pitched wail, the purple crystals flare to life. They bathe me in a pale purple light. 
Instantly, I feel freezing cold, like someone’s switched on an icemaker and has pointed it right at me. I’m cold to the bone in seconds. I wrap my arms around my chest and shiver as I sit in the icy blast of purple light. Even my eyes feel cold. I’m too scared to blink, in-case my eyes freeze shut. I get up and begin to stamp my feet. I try and hop up and down to generate any kind of heat. 
After several minutes, I’m so cold that I can’t even feel my feet, or the ground beneath me anymore. All I can think of is just how unbelievably cold I am. There’s also a faint smell of ozone in the air, like the smell before a thunderstorm. 
Then the machine begins to whine down and the cold purple light fades. My teeth are chattering as I stand in my hospital gown. The overhead light comes on. I look down at my arms, expecting to see goose bumps, but my arms and legs look normal. But I’m so cold my head hurts, like a really bad ice cream headache. 
The door is unlocked and my silent guard stands waiting. 
I quickly walk out and stand in the hallway, stamping my feet and shivering. He leads me into the same interrogation room with the huge mirror as before. On the table is a steaming mug of hot chocolate. It smells amazing. I rush forward and grab the hot mug in my freezing cold hands. I dimly feel the warmth in my hands as I hold it up and take a sip. Oh, it’s good. It feels wonderful as it warms me on the inside.
“Th..th..th..an..ksss.” I stammer to him before he leaves.
“Hello again, Forty-Two.” The strange mechanical voice booms as I sip the hot chocolate.
“H..h..h..el..ll..o.” I stammer as I sit in the chair and shiver.
“Cold, was it?”
“Fa..fa..fre..eez..ing.” I complain, as I wrap both hands around the mug of hot chocolate.
“Hmm. Other than being cold, how did it make you feel?”
“W..we..ird. L..l..l..ight.”
“Light headed?”
“N..n..no. J..j..ust f..f..elt l..l..ight.”
“And now?”
“F..f..f..ree..eez..ing.”
“Drink up. That should help.”
“Mm..mm..mm.” I agree and drink some more. 
It burns my throat a little, but the warmth is welcoming.
“Did you experience any visions, or hear anything?”
“N..n..no. J..u..u..st….h..h..eard..th..the…ma..ma..chine.” I stammer while my teeth chatter uncontrollably.
“I see. Thank you, Forty-Two.” The strange mechanical voice booms out.
Then the door is unlocked. 
I quickly drink the rest of my hot chocolate, get up and shuffle towards my silent captor. He holds a large white cotton blanket out to me, which I accept gratefully. I wrap it around my shoulders as he leads me back to the cage room. As we pass by one room, I can hear that bell ringing again, very faintly. 
I again wait as he unlocks the door and walk towards the cage. Once inside, I shuffle over to where Paul and Mitchell are talking. They turn as I approach, wrapped in my white blanket.
“You okay?” Mitchell asks
I shiver and pull the blanket tighter. “C..c.o..ld.” I say and stamp my feet again.
“You’re shivering.” Mitchell wraps his big arms around me and pulls me to his chest.
“Mmm.” I snuggle into his chest and enjoy his warmth.
I notice Paul sigh, turn and walk over to Stuart, who’s looking down at his hands.
 
Over the next few days people are taken away and come back looking different. Some come back shivering, like I had, while others are sweating and panting. 
Everyone is reacting differently to the experiments. I prefer the black rock, personally. I don’t like the cold. I look down at the cut on my right palm. The wound is still pretty red. I notice a tiny fragment of blue crystal glittering in the wound. I reach for it to pull it out, when something weird happens. It pulses as I look at it, then it slowly fades until it’s vanished. Then as I continue looking at my hand, the wound closes and the redness fades away. I rub my palm. There’s no more pain. The skin is now perfectly smooth. 
I laugh nervously, as I stare at my hand. I notice Beth looking in my direction, then she walks right over.
“What happened?” She asks.
“My cut just healed by itself.” I reply in amazement.
Beth checks my hand and then looks back up at my face.
“Hey, your eyes.” Beth says.
I shrug. “What?” 
“Britney, they’re changing color.” Beth says in shock.
“What?”
“They’re turning blue. Wow.”
“What now?”
“Britney. They’re beautiful.” Beth says, then leans in closer. “They’re pulsating.”
“Pulsating?”
“Yeah. Cool.” Beth says.
Then she tilts her head to her right as if listening.
“They’re coming.” Beth says.
Just as she says it, I hear the click and the door swings open. 
Tweedledum and Tweedledee enter. They’re both carrying guns this time.
“Oh, no. Now what?” I grumble as they unlock the cage door and point their guns at me.
I sigh and raise my hands in a peaceful gesture, then walk towards them. The tallest gunman walks backward slowly while holding the gun level with my chest, while the other guy follows behind me with his gun pointed at my back. They lock the door behind me. The tall gunman in front gestures to the right with his gun. 
It’s with a sense of slowly building dread that I begin to walk slowly towards the operating room. The last time I entered that room, I woke a week later, in pain. 
I stop at the door with my heart hammering in my chest. The first gunman knocks roughly and then steps back. The old man from before opens it and the gunman shoves me inside.
“Hey, there’s no need for that!” I fire back at him.
“Wait outside.” The old man says in a European accent.
Where’s he from? Sounds like a German accent maybe, I’m not sure. His English is pretty good. He closes the door and locks it. Not a good sign. His lower face is again covered by a white cloth mask. His cold grey eyes look hard and cold, emotionless. My legs begin to tremble as he looks at me. He points to the metal table that lies in the middle of the room with his rubber-gloved hand.
“If you please.” The old man says.
I look at the table with fear. There are fresh spots of blood on the floor around the table. Again, the surgical implements are arranged in neat rows to one side on a movable metal trolley. I walk to the table and hop up. I eyeball the old man. His tanned wrinkled face is expectant and eager now, like a child getting ready to play with a new toy for the first time. 
I lie back and look up at the circular light and close my eyes. 
Just hurry up and get it over with. I take a deep breath and grit my teeth. I hear something sharp scrape against metal. 
My eyes snap open. 
The rubber gas mask is then pressed against my face. I hold my breath like last time. I’m still holding my breath when he peers down at me with a puzzled face. He frowns and disappears, then the hissing grows louder. I continue holding my breath while he holds the mask in place. 
It’s strange. I don’t feel anxiety as I hold my breath. I feel strong. Calm. Like I could hold my breath easily for an hour maybe. He then turns and looks at the huge mirror that fills one wall to my left and shrugs. 
“Proceed.” The familiar strange mechanical voice booms out.
Proceed with what?
I watch as his rubber-gloved hand, now holding a six-inch scalpel, moves down to my right leg. I feel something hard touch my skin and then I feel pressure as he pushes down. I close my eyes tight and wait for the cut and the inevitable pain that must surely follow. But it doesn’t come. 
I open my eyes to see his hand come away. 
The blade is still clean. His hand begins to tremble.
“Proceed.” The mechanical voice orders.
“Get up.” The old man barks at me.
I sit up. 
He points to the wall behind me. “Go!”
I slide down from the metal table and look at the wall. There are several small round indentations in the red brickwork, below on the floor there are dark red spots and small bits of brick and dust. I frown as I walk over to the wall. 
I think I know where this is going.
I turn at the wall and gasp. He’s putting on some dark grey ear protectors, then picks up a gun. The size of the gun makes me recoil in shock. He looks like a pensioner playing at being Dirty Harry. It’s huge and looks ridiculous in his hands. I’d laugh, if I wasn’t so terrified.
The old man holds it with both hands and aims it at me. He’s still trembling as he aims the hand-cannon at my chest from ten feet away. I stare into the dark barrel pointed at me and begin to cry.
“Why not aim for my shoulder, or leg?” I volunteer quickly. 
Too late.
As I see him squeeze the trigger, I close my eyes and raise my left arm over my face. Every muscle in my body tenses. My heart pounds. It thunders in my ears like Niagara Falls. I love you Dad.
My head explodes in pain and I hear a high-pitched ringing in my ears for a second, then it’s gone. What the hell was that?
Then I hear the terrifying thunderclap as the gun is fired. 
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My ears reverberate with the gunshot. It echoes inside my head like a raging bull, trashing everything inside my mind. Every thought, every feeling I have, ceases. There’s just the pain in my head. I wait for the impact that is sure to come. 
I wait some more. Then I open one eye and take a peek. 
The muzzle flash is still dissipating. The bullet has only travelled three feet from the gun barrel. I watch in fascination as it flies slowly over the metal table, spiraling towards me. 
I have time to move out of its path, but something keeps me rooted here. Maybe it’s curiosity. The scalpel hadn’t harmed me, so why not test this as well? 
So I stand and watch the bullet as it gets closer. 
I feel like an explorer in this moment. Stepping out into the unknown and staring down my fears, hoping that I wasn’t making a huge mistake. 
The old man is no longer standing like a statue with his hands out in front of him. His arms are forced up by the recoil and he staggers backward in slow motion. 
I focus back on the bullet just as it arrives and move to my left, so that it hits my right shoulder, just-in-case. 
There’s a loud clang, like a metal hammer striking an anvil, as the bullet hits me.
I look down and watch as it slowly falls to the concrete floor.
“Ow!” I moan and rub my shoulder. 
I examine my hand, and stare in amazement when I don’t see any blood. 
“Holy guacamole!” I mutter. 
Then I see my chance and I take it. I race towards the old man as he stumbles backwards with the gun pointing towards the ceiling. 
In a heartbeat, I clear the distance between us and find myself with my nose buried in the red-brick wall. 
Huh? 
I step back. There are three round holes in the red brickwork. A large one of my head and two small holes where my hands had been. I cough the dust from my mouth and turn around.
“Oops.” I murmur, as I look at the old man lying on the concrete floor at an odd angle.
His back’s bent at a forty-five degree angle halfway up his spine, with his feet pointing towards the wall to my left. His head and shoulders are facing the long mirror to my right. Ouchy!
His face is twisted in agony. 
The cloth mask is gone, probably got ripped off when I hit him, I guess. His mouth is open in a silent scream. His jaw’s moving up and down, but no words come out. 
“I’m sorry.” I say as I look at his broken body. 
I didn’t mean for this to happen.
Then he exhales. A long drawn out gurgling breath, then he lay still, with his eyes blank and staring at his own reflection. I see myself in the mirror. 
My new blue eyes are pulsing brightly. That’s freaky. 
I blink and wipe brick-dust from my face and hands. 
The door to my right opens. The two gunmen stand there with their reflective visors looking down at the old man, then they look at me. 
A moment’s hesitation. It’s all I need. 
I rush forward and shove them both in the chest. They fly like ragdolls outside to the hallway, slam against the wall and then crash to the floor.
I take a step towards the mirror. 
Just who’s behind there?
I raise my fists above my head and hammer the mirror. It shatters instantly and reveals another room. 
But to my disappointment, there’s no one here. Three security cameras are mounted on tripods, pointing towards the now shattered mirror. They all have small red lights, indicating that they’re recording. They’re attached by cables to a computer.



I hop over the small section of wall and race to the computer just in time to hear a drip kind of a sound. I see a smooth, tanned, manicured hand, before the screen goes dark and vanishes. 
Damn!
Walking over to the two unconscious men in the hallway, I snort in disgust. Time to see who you are. I reach down and pull their helmets off. 
The one who had shot the poor man, has a buzz cut, his hair is dark. He has thick dark eyebrows and a crooked nose. His thick pale lips are slightly parted. He looks around thirty years old. 
The other guy is more muscular and has a thick neck. His hair is a mousy blond and also quite short. He has thin eyebrows, a slender nose and thin lips. He’s not bad looking, for a murderous thug. 
I stand up and walk down the hallway, opening doors and peering inside. I don’t find the meteorites, or our clothes, but I do find two rooms that have been setup as makeshift bedrooms. 
In one room, there are two mattresses lying on the concrete floor. Next to them are various magazines that lie scattered about carelessly. Old issues of Combat, and Mixed Martial Arts lie discarded on the floor near one of the beds.
 There’s also a Playboy magazine lying on the mattress, next to a glass ashtray, filled with cigarette butts.  Next to the other bed lies a neat pile of books. A couple of Jack Reacher novels and a copy of Harry Potter and the Prisoner of Azkaban. 
In another corner is a stack of pizza boxes with the words, North Beach, written on them. Next to those there’s a black rubbish sack full of burger wrappers. The room smells like sweat, rotten meat and the strong aroma of tobacco and something else that I’m gonna try and forget. I search the room quickly, while trying not to touch too much. 
Geez, these guys are disgusting. I wish I had some gloves. Yuck!
But after searching the room carefully, I can’t find any wallets, or IDs. Other than the magazines and books, there’s nothing personal lying around. I leave and go into the next room. It’s much neater and smells like apples. 
One bed is neatly made, while the other is a little disheveled. Next to the bed is a stack of books with wording on them that I don’t understand. I’m not sure what language they’re written in, but there are lots of photos of bodies being dissected. On the floor near the books is a Rubik’s Cube. It’s half completed. I continue searching the room. 
Damn, no IDs anywhere. 
I grab an unused black plastic sack and turn it inside out. I push my right hand inside, then pick up the Rubik’s Cube. I pull the plastic sack back over my arm and turn the sack inside out again. Now the black plastic sack is back to normal, with the Rubik’s Cube safely inside. Someone must have touched it. I sure hope there’s some fingerprints.
I hurry back to the cage room. I reach the room at speed and plough through the door with a single punch and skid to a stop. The ruins of the door lie scattered around the floor like kindling. 
Everyone gasps and some jump back in shock. Then they stare at me blankly as I stand clutching the black plastic sack. Then they begin to cheer and clap. I walk over to the cage and grab the bars of the door with my right hand. I pull with all my might. There’s a grinding, crunching sound. Then with a rending clang, the door comes off in my hand. I throw it to one side. 
I open my arms as Mitchell races towards me and give him a hug.
“Oh my god. How?” He asks as he holds me.
“Who cares.” I reply and shrug. “Let’s get the hell out of here!” I call out.
I walk towards the broken door, which is now just a doorframe, and begin opening the doors one at a time until I find the recovery room, where I had awoken on the gurney next to Mitchell. 
Once inside, I head to the wall that has the small barred window. 
“Go ahead.” I say to Mitchell. “Punch it.” I encourage him.
“What? I’ll break my hand.” He replies and shakes his head.
“Watch.” I tell him, then punch the wall lightly.
A few bricks come loose and daylight filters through the small hole.
“Now, your turn.” I say to him and step to one side.
“Okay. Here goes nothing.” Mitchell says.
He closes his eyes and takes a swing at the wall.
The wall explodes in a shower of dust and brick. We all shield our eyes and cough as the dust starts to settle. The entire wall is gone. We can see outside at last.
“Whoa. Don’t mess with The Mitch.” Paul says and slaps Mitchell on the back.
I step over the rubble and emerge on to a parking lot, under a clear blue sky, and raise my arms. The sun bathes me in its warmth, but for some reason, I can’t feel the heat as the sun hits my exposed flesh. 
I close my eyes and breathe in the fresh air.
“Where are we?” Mitchell asks. 
I open my eyes and look at what has been our prison. A simple one-storey red bricked building. No markings. The parking lot is fenced in on all sides. 
As the rest of the prisoners emerge into the parking lot, they begin to gather around Mitchell, looking at me expectantly. 
“Hmm.” I murmur, then turn and listen. 
Ah, there it is again. The little bell tolling in the distance. I walk in that direction and press my face against the chain link fence and peer out. 
Beyond the sidewalk, a wooden tram with pale blue trim is proceeding up a steep street. There’s a dark slit in the ground that the tram is following. I read the writing on the side. I turn and look at the others.
“We’re in San Francisco.” I say in disbelief.
 



Seven
 
 
“San Francisco?” Mitchell asks.
He strolls over and looks out. 
He grabs the chain link fence as he leans against it and it tears like paper in his hands.
“What the….” Mitchell says and steps back. “Wow.”



I giggle and grab another part of the chain link fence and rip it away. Once it’s out of the way, I wave the others over and then step on to the sidewalk. The road inclines steeply downwards to our right, while it climbs at a fort-five degree angle to our left.
“Okay guys. Now what?” Paul asks as he joins us on the sidewalk. 
Stuart and Beth join us as I look around for a police officer. 
“Come on, guys.” I say and lead our large group to the right. 
I’m feeling pretty weak from hunger. The hill going up doesn’t appeal to me. We pad our way slowly downhill, while the adults carry the young children. 
We must look like we’ve just escaped from a mental asylum. Thirty-one pale and confused people in green hospital gowns wandering the streets. A few cars slow down as they pass us. Some honk their horns. I see a squad car approaching. 
I step into the street and flag down the black and white. The police car’s red and blue lights flash and rotate in the light bar on the car’s roof. It stops and two officers in black uniform step out. They look at each other, as if asking silently, okay now what?
“Officer. I’d like to report a kidnapping.” I say as clearly as I can manage. My mouth feels dry. I’m so thirsty.
“A kidnapping?” One of them asks in a deep but friendly voice.
“Yep. And murder.”
“Murder? Where?” The officer asks and looks at his partner with concern.
“Not far from here. Two people at least.” I say.
“And who was kidnapped?” The officer asks.
I spread my arms wide. “All of us.” I say.
Mitchell and Paul come over and nod in agreement.
The officer looks at me skeptically, but then he sees everyone else. We’re all pale and dressed the same.
“Please stand over on the sidewalk.” He says and points to his right. 
I wave everyone over and does as he asks. They climb back in and then pull the car over to the curb.
“Dispatch, this is car two one nine.” The officer says into his radio.
“Car two one nine, go ahead.” A woman’s voice replies.
“We need…” Then I see him do a quick head count. “six ambulances at Hyde Street, near the old condemned veterinary surgery.” The officer says.
He looks at me as he presses the button on the radio again. “We have some folks who need assistance.”
“Copy that, two one nine.” Then the radio goes quiet for a few minutes. 
“ETA ten minutes.” The woman’s voice adds after a while.
 
It takes twenty minutes for the ambulances to arrive. Mitchell, Paul, Beth and Stuart climb into my ambulance. A paramedic checks us over quickly, then they drive us to the hospital.
At the hospital, I tell one of the doctors there that I think we were exposed to some form of radiation. He quickly arranges some blood tests. We end up quarantined in the x-ray room until the results come back.
We get the good news an hour later.
“Some traces, but the levels are quite low. Nothing to worry about.” The doctor says and allows us to leave the room.
After we’re given a once over, the police arrange for us all to be taken to the police precinct. Now comes the hard part.
 
“You want to run that by me again?” The large police sergeant asks as he stops writing and looks at me. 
He seems like a nice guy, just a bit skeptical. He looks the same age as my dad, mid to late forties. He’s also a big bear of a man, barrel-chested, with thick arms. His hair’s black with flecks of grey and is neatly clipped. His black sleeves are rolled up, exposing his tanned forearms.
“We were kidnapped. It happened immediately after the terrorist attack in Washington D.C.” I repeat.
“That happened two months ago.” He replies.
What? Oh my god!. We’ve been gone for two months. It’s January? 
Oh, man. I missed Thanksgiving and Christmas.
“And during that time, we were being held against our will. We were tortured and experimented on. And I personally witnessed the murder of two people.” I say and look at him sternly. 
“Look, I appreciate this all sounds strange. But I swear to you, it’s the truth.” I say. 
I plonk the black plastic sack with the Rubik’s Cube inside on to the table.
“What’s that?” The sergeant asks.
“A Rubik’s Cube I took from one of the rooms. I’m hoping you’ll find some prints on it.” I reply.
I push it across the table towards him.
He raises an eyebrow.
“What’s your name?” He asks.
“Britney Brookes. I’m from Chicago. Check missing persons. I’m sure you’ll find my name.” I say confidently.
“Wait here.” He says, then leaves the interview room and closes the door behind him. 
I sit back in the hard wooden chair and drum my fingers on the table. 
He returns after fifteen minutes, looking even more puzzled, which worries me. 
He closes the door and sits down opposite me again.
“I’ve got some bad news.”
“Great. Now what?”
“You weren’t declared missing.”
“What? That’s not possible. My dad would have filed a missing person report for sure. As would my school, Hackberry High.”
“Like I said. You weren’t declared missing.” He looks at me expectantly, like he’s waiting for the penny to drop.
“Just say it.”
“You were declared dead two months ago.” The sergeant says grimly.
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The news hits me like a volleyball that’s been spiked by an Olympic gold medalist. We were declared dead? So no one was looking for us? Oh my god.
I recover and raise an eyebrow. “As you can see, I’m very much alive.”
“Yes.”
“So now do you believe me?”
“I’m getting there.” He says and pauses for a moment. “How did you escape?”
“The old surgeon guy had his back turned to me. I pushed him into the wall. I grabbed some keys from him while he was unconscious and unlocked my friends.” I lie quickly, then smile innocently.
“Can you take me to this building where you were being held?”
I nodded. “Right away. Come on, let’s go.” I say eagerly and stand up.
“Not so fast, Miss Brookes.”
“What?”
“If what you say is correct, then that building is now a crime scene. We need to do this properly.” He gets up, grabs the black sack and then walks to the door and yanks it open.
He hails an officer who is walking our way.
“Mike, where’s Detective Romano?” The sergeant asks.
“He was heading towards the armory.”
“Thanks. Show this young lady to reception. I’ll be along in a few minutes.”
“Sure.” The officer replies and looks at me. “Hi, I’m Officer Kent.”
“Hi, I’m Britney.” I reply and smile as he nods to my right and begins to walk.
“Let’s get you some clothes.” Officer Kent says as we get to reception. 
He leans over the counter and calls out. “Yo, Phil?”
A short man wearing a white shirt sticks his head around the corner further back, and seeing Officer Kent leaning over the counter, walks over.
“What’s up?” The man asks.
Officer Kent nods down at me. “Need some clothes. What have you got?”
“Just some cheap-ass jeans and some unwanted souvenir SFPD t-shirts.”
“You got…” then Officer Kent sizes me up. “…an extra small?”
The other man disappears around the corner and comes back carrying something wrapped in cellophane and some blue jeans. He pushes the items across the counter to Officer Kent.
“You’ll need to sign for them.”
“Yeah, yeah.” Officer Kent says, then quickly writes in a pad and then pushes it back. 
“Here.” He says kindly and hands me the clothes.
Okay, I have a pair of blue jeans, a white t-shirt with a chunky seven-pointed blue star, with the letters SFPD embroidered with gold thread on the chest.
“Thanks.” I say as I rip away the cellophane, while I look around for somewhere to change.
“Oh, right. They’re just over there.” Officer Kent says and points towards some washrooms behind me near the waiting area.
I smile and head into the washroom to get changed. As I walk to the washbasins, I check my reflection in the mirror. 
“Whoa.” I blurt out when I see myself.
It’s been such a long time since I last took a good look at myself. 
The change is shocking. I look so….thin. My cheekbones are very prominent, and I have dark circles under my eyes. 
Wow, my eyes. Beth’s right. They’re now a pale blue. I never had a chance to check them out before, but now, as I lean in and take a closer look, I see something flickering around my irises.
“What the hell?”
There’s a wafer thin line of purple around the inside of my irises, and….well…it’s rotating, and pulsing gently. 
From a distance, it’s almost impossible to see, but up close like this, wow. It’s official. I’m a freak.
And my hair, geez, I look like I’ve been sleeping rough. Which is true, I suppose.
I go into a cubicle and get changed. It doesn’t take me very long. My body feels charged, like a muscle car waiting at the stop light, revving and trembling with power. Within two microseconds, I’m changed into the jeans and t-shirt. 
I emerge a few seconds later from the washroom carrying the green smelly hospital gown. The sergeant is walking down the hall towards us. The sergeant stops at the counter and speaks to Phil. 
“Where are the other victims?”
“Some are having counselling. Some are phoning their loved ones.” He then nods towards the entrance. “Some are outside getting some air.”
The sergeant turns to me. I don’t like his expression.
“Ready to go?” I ask, full of hope.
He shakes his head sadly. “More bad news, I’m afraid.”
“Great. Now what?” I say and throw my hands up in frustration.
“We just got a report in of an explosion, near where you were picked up.”
I shake my head. “Man, they thought of everything, didn’t they?”
He comes towards me and places his big hands on my frail shoulders.
“I’m going to send some men over there, after the fire department have finished. We may still find something.” The sergeant says.
He takes my gown from me and gives it to Officer Kent. 
“Mike. Take this gown, and mark it as evidence. Case number 496. Got it?”
“Sure. Will do. Case 496.” Officer Kent replies.
Then the sergeant walks back the way he came. 
My heart sinks as I watch him walk away. Well, at least they have the Rubik’s cube. Maybe they’ll find some prints, who knows? I then turn as I suddenly realize something.
“Sarge!” I call out as I hurry after him.
I see him turn and look back at me.
“Please, wait. I saw the men who did it. I can identify them.” I offer.
“All in good time, Miss Brookes.” He says and then looks at me more closely.
“When was your last meal?” He asks.
I shrug. I honestly can’t remember the last time I had a decent meal.
“That’s what I thought.” He reaches into his wallet and gives me a wad of bills. “Go and get something to eat, you and your friends.” 
Before I can protest, he turns and walks through a door marked as Strictly No Admittance. 
I turn and head outside through the double-doors. 
Mitchell, Paul, Stuart and Beth all huddled together by a police car, enjoying the sunlight. They’re also wearing blue jeans and an SFPD t-shirt. They look over as I approach.
“Hey, guys.” I greet as I get closer. “Whose hungry?” I ask as I hold the cash in front of me. 
 
I follow my nose and find a burger joint a couple of blocks away. We order and take our trays to a window booth. 
My mouth is watering as I inhale the smell of grease and melted cheese. 
I almost choke on my own saliva after the first bite. I don’t think I’ve ever been this hungry before. And judging by the silence as we all eat, they haven’t either. I eat slowly, savoring every bite. The burger is so juicy, I have to wipe my chin with a paper napkin every couple of bites.
“That, was amazing.” Paul says and sighs with contentment as he sits back in his seat.
I finish my last French fry and take a big gulp of Coke.
Wow. I’m starting to mist up. I have missed this so much.
“Speaking of amazing.” Beth says, breaking me out of my reverie.
“Yeah, how the hell did you bust that cage open?” Paul asks.
“And how did I punch through that wall?” Mitchell asks.
“You didn’t punch through the wall, you obliterated it.” Stuart adds.
“I don’t know,” I say. “But my guess is, it’s got something to do with those meteorites.”
“Hey, I just noticed. Your eyes have changed.” Mitchell says as he looks at me.
“I know.” I say and take another sip of my Coke.
“Do you think we all have powers?” Paul asks excitedly.
“I hope not.” Stuart says.
“We should keep this to ourselves.” I say.
“You think?” Beth says.
“Yeah. I mean, what do I say? Oh, hi Mum, I got superpowers from a piece of space rock. Ain’t it cool?” Paul says.
“Subtle.” Stuart says and chuckles.
“We better speak to the others too. We wanna make sure we all keep quiet.” Beth says.
“Agreed. Let’s go.” Mitchell says and rises from his seat.
We find the majority of them waiting outside in the parking lot when we return.
Some see me and rush over. They thank me for getting them out of that hell-hole. I smile politely and ask them to keep what happened a secret.
“I unlocked the cage, okay?” I say to all of the other survivors.
“You may find that you too can do things that you couldn’t do before,” I add.
“Don’t be afraid. If we can control this new power, then it can be useful.” I say, just as Officer Kent comes walking over.
“Hi.” I greet him as he stops near us.
“Hi, everyone. The F.B.I. are on their way over, so we’re going to need you to speak to them.” Officer Kent says.
“Oh, one other thing. The press…” His head turns.
I hear the sound of several cars heading our way. “Damn, they’re already here. Everyone inside, now, please.” He says quickly and begins to usher us towards the police station entrance.
I look over my shoulder as we head towards the precinct. I catch a glimpse of CNN on the side of a van that is pulling up in the parking lot as I follow everyone back inside.
When we get inside, we’re herded down the corridor to the door that has the Strictly No Admittance sign on it.
“How did they get wind of this already?” Officer Kent mumbles to himself.
He knocks on the door and it opens after a few seconds. He holds the door open as we walk through. We’re back near the interview rooms again. The door slams shut behind us, making some of the young ones jump.
“Sorry.” Officer Kent says, and then walks past us.
The sergeant turns a corner further along. Seeing us filling the hallway, he heads over.
“The Press are here.” Officer Kent tells the sergeant.
“Damn,” The sergeant replies gruffly. “The F.B.I. will be here any minute.”
“Any good news from the crime scene?” I ask.
His face tells me already that it’s not good news.
“Everything’s destroyed. Sorry.” The sergeant replies.
“Maybe the Feds can find something?” Officer Kent says.
“Hmm.” The sergeant says, and then turns to head back the way he had come.
“Wait.” I call out. ”There’s something that I want to do.”
 “Are you sure you want to do this?” Officer Kent asks me.
“I have to know.” I reply.
He leads me through a throng of reporters and cameramen, to his squad car. I climb in, and he slides in and starts the car. He drives out of the station parking lot, then joins the traffic flowing west. 
It takes about thirty minutes before we get to the hospital. I walk behind as I follow Officer Kent through the hospital. It doesn’t take long. 
We get out of the elevator on the third floor. We’re met by a young man in a white coat and black pants. He’s wearing a dark green rubber apron and surgical gloves, and is in the process of eating a shiny green apple when he walks over.
“Good afternoon, Officer.” The man greets Officer Kent.
“Hi.” Officer Kent replies as we walk over.
“Please sign in.” The mortician says and points to a ledger that lies open on the counter.
Once we’ve signed in, we follow the man through two double-doors. 
“I hope you’re not squeamish?” He says bluntly, as he leads us into a large rectangular room. 
The smell instantly changes from sterile to putrid as soon as we’re inside. Several metal tables lie in the center. Only one metal table is empty. There are forms hidden inside black body bags lying on six tables. He leads us to the first one. He takes a bite of his apple as he unzips it.
“Geez!” I gasp and quickly hold my nose.
“Yeah, they’re a little cooked, huh?” The mortician chuckles with a mouthful of apple.
He reveals the contents of the body bag and steps back.
“Do you recognize him?” Officer Kent asks me.
I hold my breath and step closer. My god, this is gross. He looks like he’s been barbequed. His skin is black and peeling back in some places, while his forehead and chest are red, like a lobster. But his features look familiar enough.
“Yeah. He was one of the gunmen.” I say and step back.
I quickly turn away and close my eyes. I take a deep breath and then nod. 
“Next.” I say as I fight to overcome the nausea rising up inside me.
I hear the zip as the guy closes the body bag. I’m then led over to the next table. I take a deep breath through my mouth while I pinch my nose. I close my eyes to try and get myself together, then I hear the body bag being unzipped and pushed back. The smell is just as bad. I open my eyes and step forward while clutching my nose. I nod and step back.
“He was the surgeon.” I say and walk over to the next one. “I’m ready.”
“Okay.” The mortician says and unzips the body bag and I peer down into the mangled face of the other gunman.
“The second gunman.” I confirm and walk over to the next table.
Once unzipped, I peer down and sigh. “The orderly.”
I know who the other bodies are. I can’t bring myself to look at Miss Wheeler’s dead body. I just can’t. So I turn and walk quickly from the room. 
Once outside, I walk over to some plastic chairs and sit down. My legs feel like jelly as I sit and take some deep breaths. Officer Kent comes out after a few minutes. He sits down next to me.
“You okay?” He asks.
I nod. “What now?” I ask and close my eyes. 
My lunch wants to say hello, but I fight it, even as the cold sweat starts.
“We check the prints and see what we find. Maybe they have a record? We can check that.”
“It’s not looking hopeful, is it?” I ask.
“I’m sorry.”
“I do have one question.” I say and shift in my seat to look at him.
“Yes?”
“How do we get home?” I ask.
Officer Kent scratched his stubbly chin. “I’ve been wondering about that myself.”
“Any ideas?” I ask.
“Let’s see what the Feds say.” 
I remember my new eye color and frown.
“I hate to ask, but, could you lend me some money?” I ask.
 



Nine
 
 
We all stand in line as we wait to board the aircraft. The Governor of California arranged a plane to take us all home. My classmates and me are on this flight, while the other people are being shepherded on to other planes to take them home. The F.B.I. agent who questioned me back at the station is coming along as our guardian. 
I told her the same thing I told the sergeant. She was okay with my story. Thank god.
She has flaming orange hair, which is off-set by her crisp white blouse and dark blue suit with pants. She’s wearing red framed glasses on her narrow nose. Her plump lips are coated in a deep red lipstick, which I can’t help staring at whenever she talks, which is a lot. I don’t know why, it just draws my eye.
She walks past me and heads up the stairs to the plane. She disappears inside for a few seconds, then appears at the top of the stairs.
“Come on up.” She calls out in her Southern drawl.
We head on up. Once inside we are directed to the economy section.
“Damn. I thought they’d send us first class.” Paul mumbles behind me.
I head further in and then take a seat.
Once the last person is on board, Agent Forest then walks down the aisle and counts heads.
“Okay. Let’s go.” Agent Forest calls out.
“Miss?” I ask as she nears me.
“Mmm?” She stops and purses her red lips together, while looking at me over her red rimmed glasses.
“What happens now?” I ask.
“We’re taking you home.”
“No, not that. I mean, with the investigation. What are you going to do now?” I ask.
“Don’t worry about that. Just relax.” She replies and begins to walk off.
“I want to help.” I call out after her.
She turns and looks at me over her shoulder, then reaches into her pocket.
“Here,” She says and hands me a card. “If you think of anything. Call my office.” She adds.
I take the card and smile in thanks. She turns and heads back to the front of the aircraft. I flip the card over. Agent Angela Forest, Chicago field office, it shows two phone numbers. 
I slip it into my pocket.
‘This is exciting, huh?’ I hear a female voice, like it’s right beside me, only the person sitting by me is Mitchell.
I turn around and look behind me. Just Paul and Stuart. What the hell?
‘I’ve never been on a plane before. Have you?’ I hear the voice again. 
Then I begin to recognize the voice. It’s Beth’s. But she’s sitting a few rows behind me.
‘Sorry, am I freaking you out?’ I hear Beth’s voice again, only this time I can pinpoint the origin. It’s inside my head.
I turn and look at Mitchell in shock.
“What is it?” He asks as he notices me staring at him.
“Beth.” I whisper. “Telepathy.” I mouth the word silently.
He taps his head and looks at me for confirmation. I nod.
“What did they do to us?” He whispers.
I shrug as the plane begins to taxi towards the runway.
I had taken some time to purchase some colored contact lenses before we left this morning. I didn’t want to alarm my dad and sister, by coming home with pale blue eyes. So as the aircraft makes its way towards the runway, I check my reflection in the window and smile at my brown eyes. The color isn’t an exact match, but hopefully they won’t notice. The lenses feel alien to me and make me blink a bit more than usual.
“Why the contacts?” Paul asks as he leans over Mitchell’s seat. “I thought blue suited you.”
I smile. “Thanks. I just don’t want too many questions when I get back.”
“Oh, right.” He says, then looks around before leaning forward. “Speaking of questions?”
Mitchell looks around, then looks back at me and nods. “Yeah. I’d like to know what happened?”
I sigh and look at Stuart for help. He just smiles and leans in closer as well.
“Okay.” I say and close my eyes. “They’re all dead.”
“Dead?” Paul asks.
“Whoever is behind it all wants to cover his tracks, so he blew the building up. He killed his own men.” I say and wait for the news to sink in.
“Damn. So how do we find out who did this to us? Paul asks.
“I don’t know.” I say and shrug.
“What I want to know is, how did you break us out of there. What happened?” Stuart asks.
I see the others nod in agreement. “Okay. I was taken to the room with the surgeon. And when he couldn’t cut me, he got a gun out and shot me instead.”
“What?” Everyone says all at once.
“Sshh!” I urge them and look around.
“Sorry.” Mitchell says quietly next to me. “Go on.”
“The bullet didn’t kill me. It just bounced right off,” I say. “It hurt though.” I add.
“Wow. That is so cool.” Stuart murmurs.
“Yeah, man.” Paul agrees and grins.
“I saw that they couldn’t hurt me anymore, so I took the offensive. It turns out that I’m also incredibly fast and strong now as well. I knocked the guards out.”
‘No one messes with my girl.’ Beth says inside my head.
This is weird. That’s gonna take some getting used to, Beth. I reply silently inside my head.
‘He he.’
I smile, then I remember the image of the tanned manicured hand and frown.
“What is it?” Mitchell asks.
“I want to know who was pulling the strings.” I say.
“The guy asking the questions?” Paul says and I nod.
“Behind the mirror, there were video cameras hooked up to a computer.” I tell them.
“Hmm.” Stuart murmurs and leans back and sighs. “Then he could be anywhere.”
‘He? It could be a woman for all we know.’ Beth says inside my head.
“Beth says, it could be a woman. They were using a device to hide their voice.” I say.
They look at me with a puzzled expression.
“Beth is able to read minds now. She can communicate using telepathy.” Mitchell says quietly.
“Whoa. Sweet,” Paul murmurs.
“Why would they hide their voice?” Stuart asks.
We look at him. 
“I mean, we clearly don’t know who they are, right? So, why hide their voice?”
“Unless, it’s a voice that might be recognized?” I venture.
“So maybe this person speaks publicly.” Mitchell says.
That gets us thinking.
“Okay. So who speaks publicly?” I ask.
“Millions,” Stuart replies. “Politicians, Radio DJs, singers, actors.”
“Yeah, right. The mastermind behind it all, is Will.i.am.” Paul says.
We all laugh.
“I’m just saying, it could be anyone. And we don’t know if it’s a man or a woman yet.” Stuart says. 
I try to remember the hand I saw on the computer screen, just before it went dark. But they’re still yapping about which actor or politician it might be.
“Ssshh. Quiet. Please, guys, I’m trying to think.” I say gently and rub my temples and try to think back. 
It was just for a fraction of a second that I had seen the hand. It was tanned a deep bronze color. The nails were manicured. So they’re pampered, whoever they are. Wait. I remember a ring. 
It was on the index finger. I think I saw the thumb on the left hand side of the screen. So, the ring was on the right hand. 
The right index finger. It was a gold ring, with a round cut ruby. Like a signet ring, or a football ring maybe.
“Aah!” I exclaim as I open my eyes. “It is a man.” I say.
“That still doesn’t help narrow things down.” Paul says.
We all sit frowning and I stare out the window as the plane begins to gather speed.
“He could be in any country. Hell, he could be in Australia for all we know.” Paul adds.
I shake my head. “This was carefully orchestrated. No. Whoever he is. He’s in the U.S.” I say.
 
It’s almost four O’clock in the afternoon on Tuesday, January 29th, when our plane touches down at O’Hare International airport in Chicago.
Agent Forest disembarks first, then shouts a warning to everyone.
“It’s a circus. Don’t talk to anyone. Go straight to your family member.”
Then we follow her flaming orange hair out of the aircraft and along the pale corridor that connects the craft to the airport. We ignore baggage claim and head straight for the exit, following Agent Forest’s orange hair. She towers above me and is even a couple of inches taller than Mitchell as he follows her through the crowd of passengers waiting to collect their luggage.
“Remember what I said. Don’t talk to anyone.” She shouts out.
Then we’re through the doors and into arrivals. The noise is unbelievable. I’m dazzled by a dozen flashes going off in our direction. I shield my eyes as I hurry along after the others. I almost walk straight past my dad as I hurry to get out. Then I notice his old brown suede jacket and his short blond hair.
“DADDY!” I scream as I push past some reporters and head towards him.
I see his head swivel as he looks around. It’s not until I’m almost on top of him that he finally notices me.
“Britney?” He mouths and then I’m in his arms.
“Daddy.” I murmur as I hold on to him.
We stand amidst the sea of people and just hug each other. I never thought that I would see him again, or Jessica, my sister.
We release each other after a few minutes. He takes a step back. 
“Holy cow, you’re walking!”
“No time to explain. Let’s get out of here.” I shout back and tug on his sleeve.
Oh, man, it feels so good being back in Chicago. I have a spring in my step as I lead my dad outside. The sky is overcast and there is still some snow on the ground, which crunches under our feet. 
I see Dad’s old white Buick parked nearby. He walks to the passenger door and grabs the handle. It opens grudgingly after a few good pulls.
“Let’s go home,” Dad says as I climb on to the cracked leather seat.
Dad gets in, starts the car and drives slowly towards the exit.
“I guess I’m gonna have to call the cemetery in the morning.” Dad says.
“The cemetery?” I ask.
“Yeah. We won’t be needing your plot anymore.”
“There was a funeral?” I gasp.
“Of course. You all had funerals. We were told you’d been vaporized in the explosion.”
“Oh my god.” I mutter and reach over and rub Dad’s shoulder as he drives.
“Daddy, I’m so sorry.”
“It’s not your fault, honey.”
It got me thinking. “Who told you we were dead?”
“The school. They were contacted by Feds from Washington, the same day it happened.”
“Hmm.” I murmur as I stare out of the grimy window.
 
As I get out of the car and look up at our three-storey house, I begin to get weepy. Home. Finally, the nightmare is over. I’m safe. 
I walk to the steps and stop. I look down at the makeshift ramp that Dad made for me. 
How many times has he pushed me up that ramp? 
Tears of joy fall as I walk up the steps. I get to the top just as the front door is opened from within.
Jessica, my older sister, is standing there in her usual tomboy wardrobe. A black Linkin Park t-shirt with pale stone washed jeans. Her long blond hair is loose and hangs down, covering the left half of her face. Her right blue eye is bulging and her mouth hangs slack as she looks at me standing on the steps. 
“Britney? You look terrible.” Jessica says.
“Hey, sis. It’s great to see you too.” I say and hug her firmly, but not too tight.
She actually hugs me back, which amazes me. I think this is the first hug she’s ever given me. I smile and enjoy her affection.
“You’re walking?” Jessica says as she steps back.
“You noticed?” I say and chuckle. 
God, I missed my family.
“Come on, let’s get indoors. It’s cold.” Dad says from behind me.
Cold? It didn’t feel cold to me. Jessica releases me, then steps to one side. I notice her check my t-shirt.
“San Francisco Police Department?” She asks.
“It’s a long story.” I say as the door is closed behind me.
 
Over a hot plate of fried chicken and rice, smothered in gravy, I tell them both what happened. Well, almost everything. I leave out the powers and the meteorites. Jessica shakes her head as she listens, while Dad sits with his fists clenched. When I finish, he stands up and storms around the kitchen.
“Daddy, calm down.” I say.
“How can I? Those monsters hurt you, and killed others. How can they just get away with it?”
“They didn’t. They’re dead. But look, I’m home now. That’s what matters.”
“And they really don’t have any leads?” Dad asks.
“Well, they have the bodies and some fingerprints.” I reply.
“What about the Feds? Isn’t this their sort of thing, you know, terrorism and stuff?” Jessica asks.
“They said they’re looking into it. That’s all I know.” I say and shrug. 
Dad is still seething and keeps pacing. I get up and walk over to him.
“Daddy, look at me.” I say and grab his hands. “I’m okay. Really.”
He looks at me and lets out a deep sigh and closes his eyes. 
“Why are you so brave?” He asks.
I chuckle and pat his hand. “Because I have a great dad.”
He pulls me forward and hugs me. His big arms encircle me easily and I squeeze him back gently. 
“So what happens now?” Jessica asks.
“I guess I go back to school. Get on with my life.” I say. 
Dad steps back and looks down at me. “So soon?”
“Sure. I’ve already missed over two months. I can’t miss any more.”
I stretch and yawn. “Man, I’m beat.”
“Go to bed, Pumpkin.” Dad says.
“And take a bath, please!” Jessica pleads.
I laugh.
“I would love a hot bath.” I say.
I turn to leave and head towards the crude elevator at the back of the house. Then I stop. My eyes mist up. I don’t need that anymore. I look down at my legs. The blue jeans hang loosely from my stick-thin legs. I reach down and prod my thigh experimentally.
“That’s gonna take some getting used to.” Jessica says as she watches me.
I nod numbly, turn and leave the kitchen. Being able to walk again is overwhelming. My head is still spinning as I head upstairs. Walking feels weird. 
My legs are so skinny, they look like they can’t possibly support me, yet they do. I feel strong, but it just looks weird whenever I look down. 
Now, when you haven’t had a bath in such a long time, let me tell you, a warm bath is heaven. Words cannot describe how good it feels. 
I don’t feel the hot water very much though. I don’t use any cold water, just hot all the way and I still only feel a slight warmth. I lie down and allow the water up to my chin. I remove my contacts and place them in the small plastic container and put them on the side of the washbasin that’s next to the bathtub. The bathroom fills with steam.
I close my eyes and enjoy my soak. 
Behind my eyelids, images begin to flash through my mind. I see the image of Miss Wheeler being shot on that small television screen, then that poor man having his head blown away. I remember the look of horror in their eyes just before the trigger was pulled.
I open my eyes. The floodgates open. I crack. 
Great heaving sobs threaten to take away my very breath with their ferocity. 
I lose track of time. When the tears eventually stop, I take some deep breaths and then climb out. I’m still shaking when I wrap a large pink towel around my torso and wipe away the condensation from the mirror.
My face looks quite pink now. My new pale blue eyes glimmer. What did they do to us? And why? It didn’t make sense. Why give us these powers? Unless of course, they didn’t know what the outcome would be. And who is behind it all? Why is he doing this, what’s his agenda? 
There’s a knock on the bathroom door.
“Just a second.” I call out.
I grab my contact case and slip my colored contacts back in. I walk to the door and open it. Jessica is standing in her dark blue pajamas. She’s holding a mug of hot chocolate.
“You want to sleep in my room tonight?” she asks timidly.
“Thanks. That would be great.” I say and switch off the bathroom light and follow her to her room down the hall.
As I sit on her spare bed sipping the hot chocolate, Jessica sits on her bed. Her blue eyes look troubled.
“Are you okay?” I ask as I take another sip.
“Me? Yeah, I’m good.”
“You sure?”
“Britney, how can you be so calm about what happened? They could have killed you.” Jessica says and stands up with clenched fists.
“But they didn’t. And they can’t hurt me now, can they?” I say.
“Don’t you want to see whoever’s responsible for it all, behind bars?” Jessica asks.
“Jess, of course I do. But what can I do?”
She throws her hands in the air and storms about the room. 
“I don’t know, do I? But there must be something. What if the Feds don’t catch them, and they do this again, to someone else?” 
I hadn’t thought about that. No! Jessica’s right. I can’t just stand by and do nothing.
“Try not to worry about this, please. I’ve had a very stressful time. I just want to rest now. Okay?” 
She stops and looks at me, then she comes over and kneels down and puts her arms around me.
“I’m sorry.” She says as she hugs me tight.
I rub her back with my free hand and kiss her cheek. “Don’t worry, sis.”
That night, I lie awake thinking about it all. Oh, and the bed feels so good. And the pillow, oh my god. I’m in heaven. 
I lie staring up at the ceiling, processing all of the information I had gathered so far. Before I close my eyes, a plan was forming in my tired mind.
 



Ten
 
 
“Daddy, can I borrow your credit card for a second?” I call out as I sit in front of my laptop.
He enters my room with a confused expression. “What for?”
I nod to the screen. He walks over and peers over my shoulder.
“You want a copy of your death certificate?” He asks and frowns at me.
“A souvenir. A reminder of what I went through.”
“Why the hell would you want to be reminded?”
“Come on, Daddy, please?” I give him my puppy-dog-eyes.
 He hesitates for a few seconds, then reaches into his wallet and pulls out his Visa.
I smile and take it.
“Thanks, Daddy. You’re the best.”
He stands and watches until I’m finished, then I hand him his card back. The website states that it can take up to two weeks to arrive. Well, at least it’s a start.
Oh, yeah, one other thing.
“Daddy, I need a new cell phone.” I said. “Oh, and a new backpack.”
He checks his wallet and sighs.
“I’ll see what I can do.” 
I head downstairs and eat breakfast as Dad gets ready for work.
“See you later.” Dad says as he waves and closes the front door behind him.
I finish my cereal as Jessica comes in wearing her work uniform. It’s a black and white waitress uniform, but it looks more like a French maid’s outfit.
“Where are you working now?” I ask as I get up from the table.
“Don’t ask. Oh, here.” Jessica says and passes me a black grubby satchel.
“What’s this?” I ask as I hold it at arms-length.
“My old schoolbag. I heard you asking Dad for one. You can have my old one. I don’t use it anymore.”
No wonder. There are some stains on it that I can’t quite place. On the side in Jessica’s unique handwriting are the words, Metallica Rule! in red paint, which is now faded to a dirty brown. I won’t mention the smell.
“Umm, thanks.” I say.
I put my bowl in the dishwasher, then hang the black smelly thing from my right shoulder. 
“Well, see you later.” I say and head for the door.
“Good luck.” Jessica calls out as I close the door behind me.
When I get outside, I find Mitchell waiting on the paved sidewalk. He’s wearing his green and white letterman jacket. His brown hair is styled up and wavy. He looks thin as well. His face is gaunt, but I can see the old spark in his eyes as he smiles up at me.
“Good morning.” I say as I walk down the steps.
“Hi. You know, I’m still getting used to it.” He says and points at my legs.
“Me too.” I say as I stand and look up at him. “Hey. Have you always been this tall?”
“You noticed, huh? I’m going through a growth spurt.” He says and grins.
“Nice to be home, huh?” I say and begin walking.
“It feels great. But, kind of weird. Like what happened was just a bad dream.” Mitchell says as he walks in-step with me.
“I know what you mean.”
We take our time as we walk the tree-lined streets. It’s only a few blocks to our school, Hackberry High. 
 
School feels weird. It’s like there’s an oppressive spirit hanging over the place. People are quiet and well behaved. What’s going on?
Where are the fights, the arguing, the teasing, or the laughter for that matter?
When lunch break arrives, I head to the canteen. People are just as solemn and quiet here as well. I notice some of the others who had been with us in San Francisco and wave at them. They look at me confused for a second, then in their eyes I see a memory stirring. 
Then, as if remembering some long forgotten dream, some of them gasp and point at me. Some wave, while others actually come over and give me a hug. 
“Thanks for saving us.” One girl says quietly, then runs back to her friends. 
It’s sweet. 
I head to our usual table in the corner by the picture window, which looks out on to the grassy area at the rear of the building. The trees outside are swaying in the breeze as I sit down next to Mitchell.
“People are acting kind of weird.” I say.
“That’s because we’re back from the dead. They’re confused.” Beth says.
I look at the other kids, then turn to Beth. 
“You sure?”
‘Absolutely. I read a few minds as we came in.’ Beth’s husky voice says inside my head.
“Man, that’s going to take some getting used to.” I say and chuckle.
“What? What happened?” Paul says as he finishes chewing.
I nudge Beth with my elbow. Then I see Paul and Stuart’s eyes grow wide and they both turn and look at Beth.
“Sick.” Paul murmurs and grins.
“Okay, so who’s up for some practice?” I ask and take a bite of my tuna-fish sandwich.
“Practice? What kind of practice?” Stuart asks.
“The special kind.” Mitchell replies and winks.
“Oh.” Stuart says, then looks at Paul and shrugs.
“Yeah, okay. We’re in. Where?” Paul says.
Mitchell looks at me. I swallow my food and then take a sip of my water.
“Meet me in Lincoln Park, in the parking lot of the Nature Reserve.” I reply.
“When?” Mitchell asks.
“3:00 a.m.” I say, emphasizing the a.m.
“Aww, man. Getting up early is against my religion.” Paul complains.
“Get an early night, guys.” I say and finish the last of my sandwich.
Beth smiles as she looks at me and gives me a weird look.
“What?” I ask.
‘You’ve changed.’ I hear her voice say inside my head. 
It wasn’t an accusation, she sounded happy about it.



Once school’s over, I walk to Clark Street and head towards my favorite comic book store. After a block, I smile when I see the sign above the store, Cosmic Comics. 
The bell rings as I open the door and walk inside. I hear a gasp from the counter. Charlie, the store clerk, is staring at me in shock.
“You’re alive? You’re walking?” Charlie stammers.
“Yeah. It’s a long story.” I say. “How are you, Charlie?” I ask.
“Better for seeing you. I thought you were dead.”
“Those rumors were greatly exaggerated, as you can see.”
He laughs and waves me over.
“You’ve missed some great stuff.” Charlie says and points to my old haunt, the DC and Marvel section.
“You got any new Superman stuff?” I ask.
“Go see.” He says.
I turn and hurry over and start to flick through. I grab two Superman issues that I haven’t read yet. I spy a new Avengers comic that looks cool and take them to Charlie.
“Thanks. Enjoy.” Charlie says as I pay. 
He puts the comic books into a yellow plastic bag, along with the receipt and hands it to me.
“See you again, Charlie.” I say
I wave goodbye as I leave.
As I walk home, I am amazed at my legs. They’re feeling stronger each day. But the power within me is unsettling. My whole body feels charged and restless. As I walk, I can almost hear the power within me, purring quietly like an engine. 
As I reach my street, I see Mitchell leaning against the tree outside my house. Then I notice all of the cars parked along the street. More than normal. 
“Hey.” I say as I get closer.
“Hey.” Mitchell replies.
He looks amused about something, then as he looks at me, his eyes become sad. “What’s wrong?” I ask.
“I’m confused, Britney.”
“What about?”
“Us. What are we?”



“I think the comic book term would be, Metahuman.” I reply happily.
He smiles. “No. Not that. I mean, us.” He says and places his hand against my cheek.
“Oh.” I giggle and then blush. “We’ve always been friends.” I say. Which is true.
“Friends? Is that all you want?” He asks.
Oh, no. What’s happening?
“What do you mean?” I ask quickly.
“You’re happy with us just being friends?” He asks.
“Yeah, I love being your friend. What’s wrong?” I ask. 
He takes my hand gently and pulls me after him.
“Come on.” He says sadly, and leads me towards the house.
Dad opens the door and we walk quietly past and enter the house.
“What the…” I blurt out, as I notice a Christmas garland running up the stairs.
I hear a bunch of voices coming from the living room, so head in with Mitchell close behind me.
“Oh…my…god.” I gush.
“Surprise.” Mitchell whispers in my ear.
There’s a big Christmas tree in the corner, with lots of wrapped presents underneath. All my friends and their parents are pointing party poppers in my direction.
“Merry Christmas!” They all say in unison, before letting off their party poppers, showering the room with confetti.
Dad comes in and stands by my side. I feel his big arm around my shoulders.
“Merry Christmas, Pumpkin.”
Tears spring from my eyes. I turn and hug him fiercely.
“Thank you, so much.” 
“We didn’t have a Christmas.” Dad says in my ear as I hug him. “Now, we can.”
I release him, then Jessica takes my hand and pulls me over to the tree. It looks beautiful. Brimming with red and gold baubles and sparkling with white star-shaped fairy lights. Jessica hugs me, then thrusts a red and white striped rectangular package at me.
“Merry Christmas, sis.”
I open the package carefully. Inside is some pepper spray and some brass knuckles.
“Jess!” I say in shock and close the box.
Jessica chuckles darkly, then scoops a purple package up and reads the name.
“This one’s mine.” She says and tears open the package.
She pulls out an ornate pink bottle.
“Perfume? What are you trying to say?”
I shrug and nod to Dad. I didn’t buy it. She wanders off as Beth appears next to me. Beth leans down and picks up a present, then hands it to me.
“This one’s from me.” Beth says as she passes me the silver-white package.
I tear the wrapping off in microseconds.
“Easy, Britney. Control yourself, girl.” Beth chuckles.
“Oops.” I say and grin as I hold a yellow book.
I check the title. Body Language For Dummies. I look at Beth confused.
“Trust me, girl. You need this book.” Beth says and nods in Mitchell’s direction as he stands awkwardly near Dad.
“If I’d known about this, I would have got you something.” I say in apology.
“But, Pumpkin, you did.” Dad says as he walks over.
He leans down, grabs a small square purple package and hands it to me.
“Oh.” I say and take it from him. “Here. Merry Christmas.” I say and give the mystery gift to Beth.
I hope it’s something she likes. Beth eyes my dad suspiciously as she opens the gift with more restraint than I showed.
“Oh, yeah, baby.” Beth says as she holds a CD case in her hands.
 I try to see what’s on the case, but she just wraps her arms around me and plants a small kiss on my cheek. Then she saunters off to show Stuart.
“I think she likes it.” Dad says, smiles, then scoops a large purple package up.
“Here.” Dad says and hands me the bulky gift.
It’s a large square box. It’s hard to tell if it’s heavy, as nothing feels heavy to me anymore. I shake it experimentally.
“Just open it, Pumpkin.” Dad chuckles.
I grin up at him as I tear the paper off. Hmm, it’s a plain brown box. It’s sealed so tightly, I can’t see a way in.
“Do you need a knife?” Dad says, then chuckles as I tear the top of the box off with one hand.
Oops. I look inside and my heart melts.
“Daddy, it’s SO cute!” I say and pull the white object free.
It’s a plush white cat with its right paw in the air, like its saluting. There’s some gold Chinese lettering on its belly.
“It’s a Chinese lucky cat.” Dad says proudly.
“Lucky, huh?” I ask.
“I thought you could use some.” Dad says.
I look up into his proud smiling face. His eyes are misting up and I notice his shoulders are trembling.
“Oh, Daddy.” I say and hug him.
He leans down and kisses the top of my head.
“Look inside.” He says.
Huh, inside? I turn the cat over and notice two black straps. Oh, it’s a backpack.
I check the cat again and notice a zip underneath the cat’s chin. I unzip it. The cat’s head flops back. Eww, that’s kinda weird. I look inside and see another package. I pull out a small rectangular box. Inside that, I find a new cell phone. Not anything fancy like Beth’s, but it’s still pretty great.
“Thanks, Daddy.”
“You like it?”
“I love it.” I say, then I look under the tree for something to give to Dad. 
But the other presents have other people’s names on them.
“I don’t have a gift for you, Daddy.” I moan.
He strokes my cheek, and a small tear trickles from his left eye.
“I have the best gift of all, Pumpkin.” He smiles, then walks over to Mitchell and pats him on the shoulder.
Mitchell walks over as I stare after my dad. My heart feels too big for my chest as I fight back the tears. Not now. Not in front of Mitchell.



“Body Language…” Mitchell reads before I hide the book behind me.
“From Beth.” I say quickly and try to smile, but my muscles respond too quickly and it becomes a grimace.
“Oh, right.” Mitchell says and looks at me while trying not to laugh.
I quickly reach down and grab a present with his name on, then hold it out to him.
“Merry Christmas.” I say as he takes the present gently.
He looks at me intently for a few seconds, before he tears off the purple wrapping paper. Then he grins.
“Cool!” He beams as he pulls a large black backpack from the package.
He flips it over and I see some red lettering and a bulls head.
“Chicago Bulls. Sweet.” Mitchell says, then before I can do anything he kisses me full on the lips.
Just a quick kiss. Then he pulls away and tries on the backpack. But his kiss lingers on my lips like sweet honey. I’m shocked for a moment. I reach up and touch my lips. They feel hot to the touch. 
“Oh.” He says, then reaches into his pocket and pulls out a small green box.
“Sorry it’s not wrapped. I didn’t get much warning.” He says as he hands it to me.
I open the green velvet case. Inside is a small silver cross and chain.
“Wow.” I say as I lift it gently from the box.
The chain is long and it’s already fastened, so I slip it over my head, then pull my hair up. The chain feels nice next to my skin.
“Thank you. It’s beautiful.” I say. 
Now I feel awkward. Should I kiss him in return?
“Food’s ready!” Dad calls from the doorway.
We all manage to fit around the large oak table, but it’s very cozy and we’re all rubbing elbows as we eat. Mmm, turkey and roast potatoes. I missed you guys so much.
 
As Dad, Jessica and I wave goodbye to everyone as they head back to their cars, I hear Beth’s voice in my head.
‘Don’t forget practice.’
I won’t. I reply in my head as I watch them leave. 
Mitchell’s eyes linger on me from the rear passenger seat, as his mom drives away.
“What’s the story with you two?” Jessica asks next to me.
“What story? I thought you two were just friends?” Dad asks as I turn and walk past him.
“We’re still friends.” I reply and head for the kitchen.
“Well, that’s not what it looked like.” Jessica says teasingly, as I grab a Cherry Coke from the refrigerator.
“Don’t you like him?” I ask them as I take a sip from the cold can.
“We like him fine. We just want you to be honest with us, that’s all.” Dad says.
“Okay. I really like him.” I admit.
Dad smiles and folds his arms. “See. That didn’t hurt did it?”
I blush and take another sip of my Cherry Coke.
“Okay. Just be careful. I don’t want you to get hurt.” Dad says.
He comes over and places his large rough hands on my arms. 
“Take things slowly. Promise?” He says and looks at me with a peculiar look.
“Oh. That.” I say and blush. “Definitely. Very, very slowly.” I assure him and turn an even brighter shade of scarlet.
He releases me and steps back, then looks around awkwardly. 
“Right. Well. That’s that, then.” He says, turns and walks to the hallway.
Oh, my god. That was awkward.
“Ooh, Britney’s in loooove.” Jessica teases as I laugh nervously and finish the rest of my pop, then toss the can into the trash. 
“Knock it off, or I’ll use the pepper spray on your cereal tomorrow.” I say and head upstairs to my room and close the door. 
I lean against the door for a second and close my eyes. Then I drop my Chinese lucky cat backpack on to the floor near my bed. I place my Cosmic Comics yellow bag on my bed along with Jessica’s strange gift. I turn and head to my dresser and check myself in the mirror. 
Well, the dark shadows around my eyes are fading, but I still look quite thin. My sunken cheeks make me look like I’m constantly pouting. Eat your heart out, Blue Steel. 
Then Jessica’s taunt played in my head. Ooh, Britney’s in loooove. Was I? I like Mitchell, a lot. A lot more than other boys, anyway. But did I love him?
I think back to San Francisco. The memory of the gunshot flashes in my mind and I drop to the carpet. When I thought he was dead, the feelings that flooded through me was grief, regret, but most powerful of all was the love that I felt for him in that moment.
Oh my god. I do love him. The realization floods me with warmth.
But what if something like that happened again? Could I bear it? If he was snatched from me….I don’t think I would survive it. The warmth subsides and the icy touch of fear grips me now. I force my emotions down into my stomach and take a deep breath. Maybe if we just stayed friends, things would be safer. Maybe my feelings for Mitchell are strong because I almost lost him. After all, we have been through a traumatic experience. Friends. I think that is best. 
I reach into Jessica’s old black satchel and get my homework out. Spanish. 



I lie on my bed and start reading, but then I keep looking at the yellow Cosmic Comics plastic bag. After several minutes of fighting it, I eventually give in. I push my textbook to one side and reach for the bag.
 
Afterwards, I shower and then get ready for bed. I get dressed in black jogging bottoms and a dark purple sweater. I slip on my black and purple Nike running shoes, then slide under the covers. 
I set the alarm on my new cell phone to go off at 2:30 a.m. Then I close my eyes and try to get some sleep. 



Eleven
 
 
3:05 a.m. finds me leaning against a bare tree near the incline that leads up to the Nature Reserve’s parking lot. The streetlights which run along Cannon Drive cast their bright yellow light all around, so it’s not that dark. It’s very quiet as I watch and wait for the others.
A few minutes later and I can hear some voices approaching from the South. I turn and watch, as Stuart, Paul and Beth walk up the sidewalk towards me. Beth waves as they get closer. I then hear some rustling and some twigs breaking behind me. I turn around and see Mitchell out of the corner of my eye, as he walks around the corner of the dark angular building behind me. He yawns as he saunters over. 
“Thanks for coming.” I say as they all gather.
“What now?” Paul asks.
“Well.” I say and pace back and forth. I stop and look across the grass. “How about we run to the North Pond restaurant and then back again. Just to see how fast we are.” I suggest.
Everyone nods, so I walk across the grass and look ahead through the rows of bare trees.
“Avoid the trees if you can.” I say and laugh.
“On three?” Mitchell asks.
Everyone nods. 
“One, two, three.”
The dormant power, which purred away before, now roars as I surge forward. My legs hammer the grass as I run flat out. I dodge the dark trees, with Mitchell off to my left and Paul on my right. I feel a rush as adrenaline floods my system. I feel like I still have more in the tank, so I decide to accelerate. I skid to a halt after a few seconds and almost slam into a tree. I look around. The dark silhouette of the restaurant is off to my left.
Wow, that was fast! I had covered around 1,500 feet in just a few seconds. 
I laugh as Mitchell skids to a stop near me, while Paul slams into a tree nearby. There’s an almighty boom, and the tree shakes with the impact. Mitchell and I laugh as we walk over.
“You okay?” Mitchell asks in-between laughs.
Paul lies flat on his back, staring up at the starry sky with wide eyes. 
“Wow.” He mutters and slowly gets up, as Stuart and Beth arrive. 
They see the damage to the tree, then look at Paul.
“Hey, that’s why we’re practicing, right?” Paul says and shrugs nonchalantly.
“Okay, guys. Now back again.” I say.
I take off like a bullet-train across the dark grass. 
The wind whistles past my ears and my eyes begin to water as I run. I hear the ground thunder behind me as they follow. I reach the parking lot and see Mitchell already waiting there. I try to stop, but I’m going too fast. Instead I just slide down the embankment and hit the asphalt with my left shoulder as I fall. The world rotates wildly as I roll across the parking lot. I stop eventually. I sit up, but the scenery is still spinning.
“Urgh, make it stop.” I say and clutch my head.
Mitchell appears by my side and helps me to my feet.
“Hey, look at what you did.” I hear Stuart say in shock from across the parking lot.
“What?” I mutter as my brain settles down again. 
I walk over with Mitchell and see what Stuart is pointing at.  In the asphalt, is a deep gouge, around two-foot deep and four-foot long.
“I did that?” I ask and rotate my left arm. I feel fine.
“We need to be more careful, guys.” I say.
“We need more room. I feel I could have gone faster.” Mitchell says.
I see Paul and Stuart nod. I know I’ve got more juice in the tank. Beth is walking along the sidewalk near the streetlights. I jog over. 
“You okay?” I ask.
“Yeah. I’m just enjoying the peace and quiet.” She says and smiles sadly. 
“Mind reading isn’t something I can switch off, unfortunately.” Beth says and shrugs.
“Maybe you can, in time, with practice.” I suggest.
“How?” Beth asks.
“Maybe just focus on one mind. Block out the others.” I nod at the others. “Try with us.” I suggest.
“Okay. So, I just focus on one person?” She looks at each of them, then nods. She stands still and closes her eyes as she faces Paul while he’s chatting with Stuart. 
“Oh, man that’s gross.” She shakes her head. “Okay, let’s try someone else.” Then she relaxes and smiles. After a few minutes, she opens her eyes and looks at me in wonder.
‘Wow. He really likes you, you know.’ Beth’s husky voice says inside my head. 
I look at Mitchell, who is looking up and down the road, checking for traffic. 
‘Ooh, and you really like him too.’ I then hear her laugh in my head as she stands still with her eyes fixed on Mitchell. 
‘Not that I blame you.’ Beth says in my head.
My feelings for him are confusing.
‘Only in your head. But the heart never lies.’ Beth tells me, telepathically, making me even more confused.
“I say we use the roads.” Mitchell says as he steps into the deserted street.
“Okay. On three?” Paul asks.
Beth and I take our positions and ready ourselves.
“One, two…” Mitchell begins, then Paul races off ahead of us on two.
“Hey.” Mitchell shouts and disappears in a blur. 
We all run after him and soon catch up. I laugh as I overtake Stuart and chase after Mitchell and Paul. Again, the power within me roars with delight as I run. The illuminated world around me begins to blur as I push myself harder and faster. As we pass a golf course on our right, I see Paul take to a smaller road and head towards Lake Shore Drive. 
Mitchell overtakes Paul and I hear Paul blurt out something. I follow them and soon we’re tearing up Lake Shore Drive like phantoms in the night. The great inky blackness of Lake Michigan to my right shimmers in the moonlight as I race past. I can see Paul as a dark blur up ahead of me.
I’m running so fast now that I can’t hear my feet jackhammering the asphalt any more, there’s just a humming sound. The lake is soon left behind as we take to smaller streets and head inland, while still running north. As I traverse various intersections and dodge some taxicabs, I see Paul lean forward. With a loud boom, he vanishes. 
Not to be outdone, I lean forward and pummel the ground faster. I give it everything I’ve got, letting the beast out of the cage and allowing the power to propel me faster. My ears pop, then there’s an eerie silence as the dark world shoots by so fast it frightens me. But the rush is amazing.
“Oh my god.” I gasp as the wind roars past me. 
I have to concentrate much harder at this speed, or else I’ll end up in someone’s living room. I look far ahead and dodge some more cars. The area around us now is unfamiliar. Where are we? 
After a few more seconds, the bright yellow blurs become total darkness. We seem to be surrounded by fields now. A few seconds later and we pass through a smaller town. Once through the suburbs, we emerge into a grassy area and are surrounded by darkness. 
I see Paul and Mitchell up ahead. They’ve stopped on a highway that’s winding its way near a dark forest up a hill. They’re standing by the road talking. I slow down as I get closer, then skid right past them as I slam on the brakes. 
I eventually stop near a tall conifer. My head is spinning as I stagger slowly over to the two boys. I then hear the roaring sound of a great rushing wind, then Stuart and Beth materialize. They skid past me as I walk towards Mitchell and Paul. They’re grinning as they see me walking towards them.
“Wow. What a rush.” Paul says.
Mitchell chuckles when he sees me.
“What’s wrong?” I ask.
He points at my hair. “Your hair is amazing.”
I reach up and touch experimentally with my hands. My normally long straight hair is all frizzy and has grown in body. Oh no, how embarrassing.
Their hair is standing up and is swept back away from their foreheads. I look at Beth as she walks over. She sees my hair, then reaches up to her own hair.
“Aww, man.” Beth moans, then drops her hands and shrugs.
“Hey guys, I think we broke the sound barrier back there.” Stuart says while grinning from ear to ear.
“Oh my god, guys. That was awesome.” I gush and laugh as we all gather by the side of the dark road. 
“I wonder what else we can do?” I ask.
We all look at each other in wonder. 
“Whoa. Your eyes are glowing blue.” Paul says and points to my face.
I shrug as I smile up at Mitchell. I hear a throbbing noise, very faint. I turn and walk into the road and look around for the cause. 
“Uh, oh.” I mutter as I see a small light approaching over the trees heading in our direction. It looks like a helicopter. Its searchlight is trained on the ground as it flies steadily in our direction.
“Guys?” I say.
Paul walks over. He sees the helicopter and curses.
“See you guys tomorrow.” Paul says, then he disappears with a bang.
“Catch you guys later.” I say.
I grin at Mitchell before I unleash the power within. My ears pop as I race down the highway back towards Chicago.
The vast distance between me and the city disappears in under five seconds, then I’m speeding through brightly lit streets.
I skid to a stop outside my house and look around carefully.  No one’s around, so I walk quickly to my house. I hop up the steps and unlock the front door. I close it quietly behind me, lock it, then creep up the carpeted stairs like Catwoman. Relief floods through me as I reach my bedroom. I can still hear Dad snoring in the next room. I open my bedroom door.
Jessica is sitting on my bed. She looks at me with a sly smile on her face.
“Who have you been robbing?” Jessica asks.
“Oh, this?” I say and point to my outfit. “I was just out jogging.” I smile back as I close the door. 
“Where? In a wind tunnel?” She says and points to my hair.
I reach up and smooth it down as best I can.
“Well, it’s not called the Windy City for nothing.” I reply as I sit on my bed and begin to remove my gym shoes.
The soles are worn down, so that only around half an inch remains. The smell of burning rubber is noticeable. I put my gym shoes in my closet and close the door.
“Phew. You need new shoes. Seriously.” Jessica says as she waves the air in front of her face. 
“And why are you out jogging at four O’clock in the morning?” Jessica asks.
“Can’t a girl want a little privacy? I haven’t been running in over ten years. It’s a little odd for me.”
“Hmm.” Jessica got up from the bed. “I’ll let you get some rest then.” She looks at me suspiciously from the door, sighs and closes it behind her as she leaves.
I breathe a sigh of relief, get undressed and then climb into bed. The adrenaline surge is beginning to fade now. I’m asleep in seconds.
The next few days are a blur. 
School feels weird. We still get some homework, but they’re being way too lenient with us.
Then there’s our extra-curricular activities, which usually takes us outside the city limits. One night, we time ourselves with a stopwatch on our cell phones and race all the way to Milwaukee. It only takes us 8.3 seconds to get there. 
This is so amazing. I don’t need a car. I can go and visit my grandparents in Minneapolis if I want to. Of course, then there would be questions on how I got there and why I was alone. Damn.
“Hey, guys, look.” Paul says excitedly.
He’s standing underneath a tree and has his right hand raised towards it. A branch a few feet above him begins to tremble.
“Are you doing that?” Beth asks as she walks over.
Paul nods and grins, beaming with pride. The branch begins to shake more violently, then creaks as it bends down towards Paul.
“Can you do this?” Paul asks and turns to Stuart, who’s standing a few feet away and watching intently.
Stuart reaches out with his right hand towards a branch near him, but the branch remains motionless, except for when it’s buffeted by the strong easterly wind that picked up a few minutes ago.
“Never mind, mate.” Paul says and then his eyes widen. “Hey, guys, look.”
I look at what Paul is staring at. Stuart’s hands are beginning to glow white. Tiny blue tongues of lightning are snaking around his fingers and wrists. Stuart’s neat black hair is also standing on end, quivering in a hypnotic manner. Freaky.
“Stuart, your hands.” I say.
Stuart looks down and shakes his hands, but they’re still glowing.
“Stop it.” Stuart moans and continues shaking them. “Guys, what’s happening?”
He starts slamming his hands against the tree, making sparks shoot from his fingers as he hits the tree, breaking off chunks of bark.
“Stuart, stop.” Beth calls out calmly and quickly runs over to him.
Stuart’s shaking all over. He tries to bring both hands together. I can hear the crackling and static pops from several feet away, as the lightning flickers between his hands. There’s a look of horror on his face. But his eyes. They’re glowing blue, and illuminate his scared face with harsh blue light.
“Calm down, Stuart.” Beth says as she stands in front of him.
“Don’t come near me.” Stuart takes a step back.
“Don’t be silly.” Beth replies and lunges forward. She grabs his hands in her delicate brown hands and looks him in the eyes. 
“There, see?” She says.
Stuart looks down at his hands. The glowing eventually fades and his eyes begin to return back to his normal pale brown. I then hear a loud crack behind me. I turn to see Paul rubbing his head.
“What happened?” I ask.
He points to the ground. There lies the large thick branch he had been practicing on. Beth chuckles as she walks past. Paul shoots her a mischievous look. Almost immediately, she turns and glares at him. Paul winces and takes a step back with hands raised. 
“Okay. Peace.” Paul chuckles.
Where’s Mitchell? I walk further towards the trees closer to a small body of water. I find him gazing out over the still pond, lost in thought.
“What’s wrong?” I ask as I look up at his troubled face.
“Why was this done to us?” He asks and looks down at me. “If this is permanent, then I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“We’re not normal, Britney.”
“Were we ever?” I joke.
“Hey, speak for yourself.”
“Come on. We never really fit in before. So, what’s changed?”
“A lot. Look at them. Look at us.”
“I am. And I like what I see.” I say. I nudge him with my elbow. “You worry too much. Don’t you think this is sick?”
He shakes his head and chuckles. 



“Trust a comic book nut to see the silver lining.”
“Come on. Think of all the things we could do.” I say.
“Yeah, we could operate a killer courier service.”
“Hey. Don’t burst my bubble.” I say and cross my arms, pouting.
I feel his warm arm around me as he pulls me close. 
“Hey, I was just kidding. I was never into comic books.”
“What? Really?” I ask.
“I never had time. Dad’s always keeping us busy with chores around the house. He would take us to his junk yard sometimes too, just to get us out of the house for a bit. He always finds something for us to do. I was never bored.”
“Well, maybe I should take you all to my little piece of heaven.” I say.
“Okay. Tomorrow then, after school.”
“That’s a date.” I reply and smile. Oops. “I mean…it’s fine. We’ll go tomorrow.” I stammer. 
It’s not a date. No. No dating. Just friends, remember Britney? I tell myself.
 
The next night, I’m restless as I lie in bed staring up at my ceiling. There are so many possibilities now. Beth can read minds. Paul’s now beginning to move objects with his mind. Stuart can produce electricity, and Mitchell is the strongest and fastest of us all. Things are getting very interesting. 
I eventually close my eyes I pull the duvet up and snuggle more into my pillow.
 
A seagull cries beneath me as I fly over Lake Michigan. It makes a slow turn back towards the beach. I wave at some kids who are playing volleyball as I fly overhead, then I spread my arms wide. The warm breeze blows my long chestnut hair back over my shoulders and it’s whipped behind me. I begin to spin slowly as I head towards Michigan Avenue. 
I revolve on to my back and stare up at the deep azure blue sky. A few wispy clouds float by above me heading west. 
I’m not looking where I’m going and presently smack my head against something hard.
“Huh?” I moan and rub my head.
I look up at a mighty skyscraper towering above me. Its highly reflective glass windows mirror the clear blue sky. A gust of wind blows from the lake and I bob and bang my head again.
“Hey.” 
I open my eyes as my head hits something hard.
“What the?” I groan.
As my eyes try to focus, I find my nose pressing against something white. I crane my neck and look at my bedroom wall as I slam against it again.
“Stop it.” I groan as my eyes begin to focus more.
I reach up and push myself away from the strange white surface. I move away from it and look down at my feet. Past them, I see my bed below me. 
I’m floating? I’m above my bedroom door.
“Oh my god.”
I hear Dad’s door open, then his heavy footsteps. Uh, oh.
“Everything okay in there?” Dad asks from the hallway.
“Umm, yeah. I’m…fine.” I reply and try to control the panic in my voice.
“You sure?” I hear the door handle rattle.
I quickly reach down and hold the door closed. 
“I’m fine, Dad. Just a nightmare, that’s all.” I say quickly.
“Well, okay, then. Goodnight, Pumpkin.” Dad says, then I hear him retreat back to his room.
“Goodnight.” I breathe a sigh of relief.
How the hell am I going to get down? The panic returns now, as I float in the air. 
I feel tingly all over, like there’s an electrical current coursing through me. Weird.
I grab the door and begin to climb down, using the doorframe. I swing my legs forward so that I’m upright, then use the door handle to pull myself down. I eventually place my bare feet on to the thick pink carpet. My toes sink into the thick shag-pile. I release the door handle and look up at where I had found myself. 
That was scary. What was this new development? I had floated in the air. Awesome!
I stumble back to my bed and get back under the covers. I stare up at my ceiling as all manner of images spin in my mind. My brain eventually shuts up and I manage to get some sleep again.
When I see Beth the next day in school, she looks at me. Her mouth drops open.
“Sssh.” I whisper and put my finger to my lips.
“Wow.” She whispers as she comes closer. 
“I’ll see you later. Please don’t tell the others yet.” I urge her before I slip into my first class, Physics.  Hmm, this should be interesting.
Stuart sits next to me as usual. I lean over and pat his arm.
“You okay?” I ask.
He smiles sadly at me, then looks down at his hands. He still looks pretty shaken up.
“Hey, we’re all in this together, okay.” I say.
He nods and opens his textbook.
 
After school is over, I lure them all to Clark Street, with the promise of some interesting teaching materials. I lead them towards Cosmic Comics and open the door for them.
“Hi, Charlie.” I say as I enter last and close the door behind me.
“Hey, Britney. Back so soon?” Charlie asks from behind the counter.
“After something a little different today.” I reply and motion for Mitchell and the others to follow me. 
I head past the new gothic horror comics and saunter over to the old-school section. My favorite haunt. 
“Here we go.” I say.
I start going through the old DC and Marvel comics.
“Okay, guys. This is your training material. Everything that can happen to a hero has pretty much been written about already.” I pick up an issue of The Flash and hand it to Mitchell.
“This one is definitely you.” I say and wink at him. 
I then move along and pick up an issue of Legion of Super-Heroes and hand it to Beth. She looks at the cover and then makes a face. 
“Who the hell are they?” Beth asks.
“They’re okay. Saturn Girl can read minds, so I thought you might find her interesting.” I reply and then move along again. 
I pick up an issue of Black Lightning and hand it to Stuart. “You should find him interesting, Stuart.” I say.
I grab an issue of the Uncanny X-Men and pass it to Paul.
“This one should suit you perfectly.” I say. “Check out Jean Grey in particular.” I add.
Paul shrugs and takes the comic book.
“Okay. What I want you all to do, is to see how the characters use their powers. Make a mental note of their weaknesses.” I suggest and then point them to the counter so they can pay for their comic books.
As we leave, I turn and lead them back the way we came.
“Remember to experiment. Test and see what you all can do.” I say as we walk north.



“I’ll see you all tomorrow. Enjoy your homework.” I say as we part ways.
“Where are you going?” Mitchell asks.
“I have homework too.” I say and wave goodbye and head home.
Tomorrow is Friday, February 12th. Lincoln’s birthday, so a four day weekend. Yippee. I love public holidays. More time to practice.
 
Jessica is eating a chicken salad in the kitchen when I enter whistling a tune.
“You seem happy.” Jessica notes as I grab a Cherry Coke from the refrigerator.
“Why shouldn’t I be?” I ask.
“How about the person who kidnapped and tortured you and your friends? They’re still free, and out there right now. Who’s to say they won’t try it again. Are you happy about that?”
“Of course I’m not happy about that.” I reply testily.
“Well, then, what are you going to do about it?”
“As it happens, I am doing something about it. It just takes time that’s all.”
“What are you doing?”
“I requested a copy of my death certificate.”
“Really?”
“Of course. I have to start somewhere.”
“Can I help?”
“Not yet, Jess. I’m still waiting for the certificate.”
“Okay.” She stands up from the table and walks towards me. “I’m glad you’re not dead, sis.” Jessica says, then hugs me.
“Thanks.” I hug her back gently with my free arm.
“So…” Jessica says as she steps back. “What’s it like being up and about now?”
“It’s great. I just wish it hadn’t come at such a price.”
“Why did they torture you?”
“I’ve no idea. They didn’t talk much.”
“What are you gonna do when you find the person responsible?” Jessica asks eagerly.
I’d like to rip them limb from limb, if I’m honest. But I don’t say anything, I just shrug.



After dinner, I go to my room and get out my books. As well as the assignment I had set for my friends, we actually do have real homework as well. I get out my copy of Pride & Prejudice by Jane Austen and get stuck into chapter nine. 



I finish at chapter fifteen, then put in my bookmark and set the book to one side. I’m enjoying the novel, despite its age. I picture Mitchell as Mr Darcy and chuckle at the image.
I climb into bed, lean over and pick up a framed photo of my mom. She’s still young in the picture. She’s wearing a long flowing pale blue dress. She’s holding me in her arms. I was still in diapers. I must have been about ten months old, I don’t have much hair in the picture. We’re looking at each other and laughing. 
I can’t remember what we were laughing at, but it’s my favorite photo of her.
“Goodnight, Mom.” I say and kiss the glass, then set the photo back on my bedside table.
 



Twelve
 
 
It’s still dark when I wake. I rub my eyes and climb out of bed as quietly as I can. I check my alarm clock. It’s 2:23 a.m. I get dressed quietly, then open my bedroom door. I listen for a few seconds, before creeping down the hall to the stairs. I hear my dad snore, and sigh heavily. Then I hear his bed creak as he moves. I wait a few more seconds, before sneaking downstairs. I carefully undo the latch and take the chain off. I look back up the stairs and wait again. Nothing. I smile mischievously, as I open the door and close it behind me. I hop down the steps and jog along the paved sidewalk towards the intersection. 
I look around quickly, before breaking into a run. The dark houses and cars blur past me as I race towards the lake. As soon as I get on to Lake Shore Drive, I turn left and accelerate. I leave the sonic boom and the city far behind me in a matter of seconds. I breathe in the night air as I hurtle north, zipping along the freeways through the inky darkness, dodging the occasional car and truck. 
I skid to a stop after a few more seconds. I’m on a highway that curves around a hill near an evergreen forest. It looks like the forest I had visited previously with the others. The only sound is the wind rustling the leaves and my heart thundering in my ears. I hear a vehicle approaching, so I step into the forest and begin to walk amongst the trees. 
It’s so dark I can barely see anything, so I feel my way along. After a few minutes, the trees begin to thin. I can see a clearing up ahead. 
As I step from the trees, I see a grassy area about ten feet wide. Trees tower above me on either side and make the clearing look like a long corridor, with tall conifers on either side. I walk to the center of the clearing and look around. Then I take a deep breath, and look up. There’s a half-moon tonight. Its pale light illuminates the trees and tall grass around me. It makes me feel like I’m on a stage, with the spotlight shining down on me. My only audience here are a couple of squirrels, who are sitting on a branch high above me. They look expectant, as I ready myself and stare up at the stars. 
Well, here goes nothing. If I screw up, no one will know.
I spread my arms wide and think, up. The wind rushes past my face as I hurtle towards the heavens. I leave the trees far below me as I rocket into the night air. 
“Oh my god!” I blurt out in surprise as I see the ground recede in the blink of an eye below my feet. 
I gain a few thousand feet, when I realize I’m still climbing. 
That’s enough, stop. Stop! I stop abruptly, with my heart in my throat, while my blood thunders in my ears. I also notice something else. A warm tingly sensation, all over my body. 
The wind buffets me slightly as I gaze around. The landscape stretches out below me like a miniature model. Forests, rivers, the lit freeway and some smaller dark roads, the twinkling lights of a town in the distance. 
I giggle as I look past my feet at the dark earth far below and kick my legs. This is so amazing. I’m flying.
I laugh and flip over on to my stomach. I start to fly towards a group of clouds. I start slowly at first, then speed up. I arch my back, perform a barrel roll, then fly back the way I came, while gazing up at the stars. I rest my hands behind my head as I slow down and marvel at the cosmic spectacle above me. The stars look beautiful. Colors I’ve never seen before. Reds, purples and blues. 
“Wow.” I murmur as I see a light streak above me. 
A shooting star. Another meteorite entering our atmosphere. That gets me thinking about the rocks they used on us. The reason for my new powers. Lumps of cosmic rock from goodness knows where. Where were those rocks now? And why did they use them on us? Did they know what would happen? I shake my head. No, that doesn’t make sense. If they knew, why give powers to a bunch of nobodies? No, they couldn’t know what would happen. I remember the look of shock on the surgeon’s face when he couldn’t cut me.
The image of his face in agony and his broken body flash in my mind. I cringe at the memory. It was an accident. I didn’t mean for it to happen. Did I?
I sigh and shake the image from my mind. I need to be more careful. We all do. 
I flip over and gaze down as a cloud drifts by above me. The shadow of the cloud looks like an ant on the ground far below. Now, how do I get down? 
I look at the dark grass far below and think, down.
There’s a rush of wind, followed by a thunderous boom as I slam into the ground. I roll and smash into a tree. There’s a very loud crack. The impact makes pine needles rain down upon me, as I blink and look around in shock. 
Wow. That was fast. I hadn’t expected to drop that quick. I check my arms and legs. I seem to be okay. I wish I can say the same for my clothing. My sweater is torn near the right shoulder. My pants have the nastiest grass stains I’ve ever seen. I get up and walk away from the tree, then I see the ground where I landed.
Oops. There’s now a huge gouge. It looks like a meteor has struck the ground. 
Okay, let’s try this again. I look up at the treetops and will myself up. My long brown hair flaps behind me as I fly to the top of a nearby tree. 
Okay, stop. 
I reach out and touch a branch and look around. I focus on a tree a few hundred feet away to my left. I’m there in a heartbeat. I try again. This time I concentrate on flying slower and glide through the air calmly. It still feels too fast, not quite what I was going for and so I try again. This time I manage to control my speed better. Now, let’s try some obstacles. I head towards the trees from several feet up. I glide towards them and begin to bank to my right to avoid a tree, then straighten up. 
I chuckle. This is fun. 
I speed up as I become bolder. I swerve to the left and right, to avoid the tree trunks, then up and down to avoid the branches. I reach the freeway on the other side of the trees and begin to follow it south. I’m only a few feet above the asphalt, when I hear a rumbling noise behind me. I crane my neck down and look past my legs at the road behind. 
Two bright lights are coming around the bend. 
Uh oh. A truck. I think, up, and climb higher and watch as it drives by beneath me. The driver gives two blasts of his horn as he continues on his way. Huh, did he see me? Okay, time to go. As I fly home, I realize how far I’ve travelled. There are at least two small towns and one larger city, which must be Milwaukee, that I fly over as I head back to the city. 
When I get to my street, I fly over my house and descend to my bedroom window at the back. I hover outside and ease the window open. I fly inside, straighten up and close the window. I hover over my carpet and head into the bathroom. I get out of my torn, muddy, grass-stained clothes. I hide them in the corner near my shower cubicle, until I can figure out what to do. 
I check my reflection in the mirror and almost laugh. My hair is a mess. Wind swept doesn’t even begin to describe how I look. I pass a brush through it a few times, before climbing into bed. I check my alarm clock and groan. It’s now 4:49 a.m. At least it’s Saturday tomorrow. I smile as I snuggle under the covers.
 
The doorbell wakes me. I open my eyes slowly. Bright light filters in through my curtains. I look blearily at my clock. 
It’s 9:19 a.m. I yawn and climb out of bed.
I slip my purple bathrobe on and stumble towards the door. I fumble for the handle and eventually open it. The doorbell rings again, high-pitched and happy. 
“Yeah, yeah.” I grumble as I head for the stairs. 
I hover down the stairs without even thinking. It’s only when I find myself at the bottom that I realize what I’ve just done. Oops. I open the door and greet Mitchell, Beth, Paul and Stuart with a wide yawn. 
“Hey, guys.” I say sleepily.
I leave the door open and head towards the kitchen.
“You look awful.” Beth says and giggles behind me as they follow me into the kitchen. 
I hear the door close as I open the refrigerator and grab a can of Cherry Coke.
“Thanks.” I murmur as I close the refrigerator door and turn towards them.
“Someone’s been out late.” Paul notes.
I can see they all look tired too.
“Looks like I’m not the only one.” I say and take a mouthful of pop.
Stuart smiles and raises his hands. Small tongues of electricity flicker around his fingertips.
“We’ve been practicing.” Stuart says and lowers his hands.



Apart from us, the house feels quiet. Dad and Jessica must have left for work already. I drink some more and then yawn again.
“Me too.” I say and finish the rest of my drink.
I see Beth tilt her head to the side. I quickly block out any thoughts about last night. I see her eyes narrow as I toss the empty can into the trash. I smile knowingly at her and she frowns back at me.
“So, what’s happening?” I ask as I reach up with my arms and stretch.
“We’re going to the Pier. You wanna come along?” Beth said.
“Okay. But you’re buying me breakfast.” I mumble and point at Beth.
“Deal. Now go get ready.” Beth says and pulls a chair out from the oak dining table and sits down. 
The others follow suit. “You’ve got five minutes. I’ll time you.” Beth says.
“No sweat.” I say and take off upstairs like a bullet. 
I get changed in a few seconds, then materialize by the kitchen door in a short red plaid skirt, with a pale blue t-shirt.
“Ready.” I say.
“Wow. That was fast.” Beth grins as she gets up.
 
We walk the three blocks to Armitage Avenue and board the L train near Bissell Street. We continue through until we find an empty car and sit down. A yawn escapes as I settle into my seat and look out the window. Mitchell sits down next to me and I can’t help smiling. I catch Beth looking at me curiously from the corner of my eye.
“So, where are you gonna buy me breakfast?” I ask her, to break her concentration. 
I’m trying really hard to not think about last night, but it’s not easy.
“Hmm. Well, if I’m buying, then how about Auntie Anne’s?” Beth replies.
“A pretzel? Wow, I didn’t know you were so cheap.” I joke.
“Okay, well, I could possibly push to a Twisted Lizard.”
“That’s more like it.” I grin back. Mmm, I could do with a good Burrito.
“So, what did you get up to last night, then?” Paul asks Mitchell as he sits across from us. 
“You’ll see later.” Mitchell answers and merely smiles enigmatically.
The train rattles along at a leisurely pace for a while before it slows down as it pulls into a station. The train slowly pulls away after a minute or two, then picks up speed again. After only a few minutes my head suddenly explodes in pain and I hear a loud ringing in my ears. I clutch my head with both hands. It lasts for a split second, then the pain and the ringing in my ears is gone. 
What the hell was that?
“Are you okay?” Mitchell and Beth ask me.
I feel Mitchell’s warm hand on my shoulder. 
“I don’t know. But I’ve got a bad feeling.” I reply. 
“What is it?” Paul asks and leans forward. 
I turn and look out the window. The buildings and streets pass us by swiftly, then start streaking past faster and faster. Everyone grabs the seats and poles to try to steady themselves as the train lurches to the left as it goes around a corner, still gathering speed. The train shakes and rocks more violently as it keeps gathering momentum. We all look at each other, suddenly realizing that something is not right.
“If this train keeps this speed up, it’s going to derail at the next turn.” Stuart says worriedly.
“Oh, great!” Paul mutters and holds on to his seat.
“Beth.” I call out to her amid the cries of alarm coming from some of the other passengers. 
Beth turns and faces me. Beth, can you read the driver’s thoughts? I ask her in my head.
She looks past me. Her eyes become distant for a moment. 
‘I’m not getting anything.’ She replies in my head.
Her eyes look panicked now.
‘We should take a look.’ Beth says inside my head. 
“Beth, do you have your cell phone?” I ask her. 
She opens her bag and grabs her phone. 
“My battery’s running low.” Beth says.
“Who else has a cell phone?” I ask the others.
“I got mine.” Paul replies and holds his up.
“Stay here. I’m gonna go check it out.” I tell them and stand up.
“Oh, you might want to back away and shield your eyes.” I warn them as I stand by the window. 
They look at me in shock and bewilderment as I raise my arm back. Then they quickly move to the other side of the train. They cover their heads with their arms as I bring my right arm forward and power my fist through the window. The glass shatters into tiny fragments and wind rushes in from outside. I grab the window frame and hop out. The train hurtles away at great speed. 
I take off after it and fly along the side of the train, passing panicked faces staring through the windows as I head towards the front of the train. I get to the front of the train and glide into its path as it hurtles towards me. 
I spread my hands and grab the train by the door as it hits me. I hover in the air while holding on and look through one of the windows. A large balding man in a dark blue uniform is slumped over the controls. Uh oh! 
I look over my shoulder. The turn is coming up. Here goes nothing. 
I press my hands against the metal framework around the door and align myself horizontally. I thrust against the train gently at first, then as the buildings fly past me, I apply more and more pressure. I feel the metal under my hands starting to buckle. I can hear the train groaning in protest. I glance to my left quickly. The scenery is starting to slow down. A few seconds later and we round the bend. 
The train emits a metallic whimper as it rolls slightly to my left. It balances precariously for a few seconds on one side, before it rolls back on to the tracks. The wheels spark as they make contact with the track again. 
The train slows down some more and I look over my shoulder again. Uh oh, we’re approaching a platform. I notice something else too. My red plaid skirt is being blown up my back. Oh, no. I picked the wrong day to wear a skirt! 
I press my head up against the door’s window and look inside. The compartment beyond the driver’s cubicle looks empty. I thrust my hands into the doorframe and rip the door off. I fly inside as we pass the station platform. I place the now ruined door on the floor. The train is starting to gather speed again. Oh, great. 
I pull the driver away from the controls and set him back in his seat. I bend my head down to his chest to listen. Nothing. I feel his wrist for a pulse, but can’t find anything there either. I look down at the controls. 
“Uh, oh.”
The accelerator lever is broken. Small sparks are coming from the control panel. 
I try to grab what’s left of the control lever and pull it back down, but nothing happens. I take my backpack off and fish out my cell phone. I call Paul. 
“Hi, Paul.”
“Where are you?” Paul asks.
“I’m with the driver. He’s slumped over the controls.” I answer. “I think he’s dead, and the controls are broken.” I add.
I hear Paul curse, then I hear him relaying what’s happened to the others. I hear raised voices, then Stuart comes on the phone.
“Britney, come back and get me. Take me to the driver.” Stuart asks urgently.
I don’t argue. I jump out of the open doorway and hover away from the tracks. I watch as the train rattles past. Our compartment is coming my way and I ready myself. 
I grab the window frame and leap back inside the train.
“Stuart?” I call out. 
Stuart gets up from behind one of the chairs. He staggers forward until he’s within reach. I grab his hand and pull him to me, yanking him off his feet in the process. Stuart yells in surprise, then smiles at me. 
“Okay, let’s go.”
“Hold on tight.” I warn him.
I wrap my arms around him and leap out of the broken window. I take off after the train again and race towards the front. I fly into its path and slow down. I press my left hand against the train and lower Stuart through the open doorway, then hop inside and watch as Stuart looks at the control panel. He nods towards the driver. 
“You’d better pick him up.” He says and holds both his hands over the controls. 
He closes his eyes and bends his head in concentration. His spiky black hair begins to shiver violently. I look at his hands as they start to glow. Small tongues of lightning crackle around his fingers. His hands radiate an intense blue light and it grows in intensity. I reach down and scoop the driver from his chair and hold his limp body in my small arms. 
Eww, gross. He reeks of sweat and cigarettes. I turn my head away and watch Stuart. He presses his bright glowing hands down on the control panel. The white light is absorbed into the panel and spreads through to the floor, where it disappears. My hair stands on end and I have a strange metallic taste in my mouth. Weird.
The lights on the control panel go dead, then the train starts to gradually slow down. Stuart then turns and motions for me to lay the driver on the floor. I place the man gently on the floor and step back. Stuart leans over the driver and raises his left hand. After a few seconds, his hand turns blue and I see small tongues of lightning flickering around his fingers. 
He brings his hand down on to the driver’s chest and the man’s body goes rigid and is jerked upwards. Stuart leans forward and listens to his chest, then repeats the process again. After the driver’s been zapped three times, Stuart leans down and listens to his heart again. He then opens the driver’s mouth and gives him mouth to mouth for about a minute, then zaps him again. This time the driver moves. Stuart rolls him on to his side, as he starts to cough. By this time the train has coasted to a stop.
“Time to go.” I urge Stuart. 
He nods and stands up. I wrap my arms around him and leap out of the train. I hold on to Stuart tightly and shoot up into the late morning sky.
“Where are we going?” Stuart asks as we ascend.
“People on the train might have seen us. We can’t go back.” I answer him and stop about eight hundred feet up.
I flip open my cell phone and dial Paul’s number again. I press the phone to my ear and wait. Stuart clings to me as we hover in the sky, looking down at the now stationary train. I can already hear sirens in the distance approaching.
“Thanks for stopping the train, you guys. Where are you?” Paul asks when he answers.
“Just hanging out. If you look up you might see us.” I answer.
Stuart smirks and looks down. I see a small head appear out of the broken window and a small hand waves up at us. Stuart waves back and starts laughing. This is so surreal.
“The emergency services are on their way, so just sit tight. We can’t come back. I’m pretty sure people would have seen me. The driver probably saw us as we left. We’ll meet you at the Pier, in the food court, okay?”
“Alright, dudes.” Paul replies and hangs up. 
I see some fire engines pulling up beneath the train. I wonder if my dad’s with them?
“Okay, let’s go.” I say and climb higher into the clear blue sky.
“So, how long have you been able to do this?” Stuart asks calmly as we fly over the city, heading southeast towards the lake.
“Since last night” I reply as we fly over Lake Michigan.
“By the way, what you did back there was SO cool. You saved that driver’s life, Stuart. You’re a hero!” I tell him and ruffle his spiky hair with my free hand.
“I’m pretty limited in what I can do with it though. Not like you.” He replies sadly.
“Well, I think you’re cool.” I add and start to descend towards the shimmering water below us. 
I skim just above the surface and make a U-turn and head back towards land, spraying up water as I go. Now where would be a good place to land in broad daylight? I stop and hover over the water about two miles off shore, with Stuart holding on underneath me. His legs are wrapped around my waist and his eyes are closed tightly as he clings to me. 
Hmm, there are people windsailing near the harbor wall. I can see some jet-ski’s making waves further along. This isn’t going to be easy. I fly slowly forward, then see an opportunity over to our left. There’s only one small vessel between us and the Planetarium. I can’t see anyone on the path that encircles the building either. Okay, here goes.
“Hang on tight, Stuart.” I warn him and laugh at his worried expression. 
I then take off like a rocket towards the Planetarium. Water sprays up behind us in our wake as I cover the few miles in a second. I land gently on the pathway and set Stuart down. 
“Uhhh.” Stuart groans. He staggers over to the wall and steadies himself with one hand. 
I look behind us. The white foam left in my wake is starting to fade slowly. 
“Wait here a few minutes, and then follow after me.” I say and walk calmly along the path and head for the parking area. 
I head all the way through the parking lot and wait on the sidewalk for Stuart.
“Well, that went well.” Stuart says calmly as he walks over and stands beside me. 
A healthy color has now returned to his face.
“Was that good for you?” I chuckle. “Come on.” 
I cross the road and head towards the Aquarium.
“You know, for someone who can’t get their head around Physics, you sure learned quickly on how to break their laws.” Stuart says and laughs. 
“Thanks. It was tough at first though. But I guess it’s just like anything else. Practice makes perfect, right?” I smile at him as we make our way along the sidewalk towards the Aquarium. 
I hear the faint sound of a helicopter in the distance hovering somewhere. I stop to listen. Stuart stops and looks in the same direction as me.
“What is it?” He asks.
“Helicopter.” I say, then continue walking.
“Where?”
“You didn’t hear that?” I ask and he shakes his head.
It’s only been a few minutes since we left the train, so it’s probably just a news helicopter. We walk to the front of the Aquarium and sit down on the grass. I cross my legs and look at the phone still in my hand.
“You think we should call them, see what’s going on?” I ask.
Stuart shrugs and checks his watch. He shakes his wrist, then holds his watch to his ear.
“Damn it, not again.” He mutters and rolls his eyes. 
He shrugs his shoulders and frowns at me. 
“Electricity and watches don’t go together.” Stuart moans.
I flip my cell phone open and press redial. It’s picked up after two rings.
“Not now, guys.” Paul’s voice answers quickly in a hushed tone. 
I can hear many voices in the background and a rumbling sound. 
“Who’s that?” A stern male voice asks in the background. 
“It’s just my Mum. I’ll try not to be late, alright.” Paul chuckles and hangs up.
“I think they’re still gonna be a while yet.” I say and stretch out on the grass. 
It’s unusually warm for February. The blue skies and glorious sunshine has beckoned everyone to the water. We’re lucky we hadn’t been spotted. The rumbling in my tummy suddenly brings me out of my reverie. Ooh, I was suddenly very hungry. I haven’t had breakfast and it was starting to hit home now. I quickly get up and look around to get my bearings. 
“Come on.” I say and start walking. 
Stuart catches up and walks in step with me. I make my way towards the path that runs parallel to Lake Shore Drive and head north at a quick pace. 
After about fifteen minutes, we’re walking through the harbor. I lead the way towards the harbor wall and the lock.
“Where are we going?” Stuart asks as he tries to keep up with me.
“We’re taking a short cut.” I say as we approach the lock mechanism. 
I stop and look around. I can’t see any boats nearby. No one’s looking in our direction. I grab Stuart and hop over the fifty foot gap. I set him back down and then walk back along the lock towards the corner on the other side. 
A few minutes later and we’re walking along the south side of Navy Pier. I make a B-line for the food court.
After I wash down the two beef burritos with an ice-cold Coke, I sit back and sigh in contentment. Wow, I’ve never been that hungry before. Stuart sat wide-eyed as I devoured them in front of him. I doubt I could have done that in front of Mitchell. Speaking of which, I wonder where they are?
“Here they come.” Stuart gestures over my shoulder with his drink.
I turn around in my seat and see them walking quickly over.
“Hey, I thought I was buying you breakfast?” Beth asks as she sits down.
“You guys were too slow. I couldn’t wait any longer.” I say and sip the remainder of my Coke.
“Well, that was interesting.” Mitchell says as he sits down next to me.
He gives me an odd look.
“Yeah, you didn’t tell us you can fly.” Paul leans over and whispers.
“It’s only recent. I only got to grips with it last night, actually.” I reply. “Can anyone else fly?” I ask.
They all shake their heads sadly, while Paul folds his arms and frowns.
“Damn it. Of all the powers there are, that’s the one that I wanted.” Paul moans.
“Hey, don’t be sore. You can do stuff that I can’t.” I say.
I get up and grab Mitchell’s hand, then pull him after me.
“Come on, guys. Let’s have some fun.” I say as I lead Mitchell towards the amusement arcade.
One of the first things that I want to try is the Time Freak game. You have to push buttons as they light up and it gets faster and faster. The more buttons you push, the bigger your score. I was never any good at it before, because I couldn’t reach the top lights, due to being in a wheelchair. But now? With my heightened senses and lightning fast reflexes, I blow the top score out of the water. 
Stuart wants to go on the Wave Swinger next, so we follow him outside. I almost feel embarrassed standing in line with the younger kids. They look at us with amused faces and chuckle. But once we pay and get on, all is forgotten. There’s something liberating about being spun through the air. I can hear Stuart laughing as he’s spun behind me in the next seat.
 
We decide to avoid the L going home. We all agree to race each other to my house. We walk to Lake Shore drive. Paul starts the count.
“One….two….THREE!”
I shoot up into the blue sky and head northwest at breakneck speed. I hear the sonic boom behind me, but it’s soon lost in the roar of the wind as I rocket through the sky towards my street. In just a few seconds, I land in an alley near the corner of my street and walk towards my house. As I reach the gate, I hear a roar of wind and feel the earth tremble slightly. Then Mitchell appears and skids to a stop by the tree outside my house, followed by Paul, then Stuart and finally Beth.
“Hey, I thought we were supposed to be racing on foot?” Paul complains.
“You did.” I point out. I laugh as I open the gate and head up the steps.
“Yeah, but…..that’s not fair. You had the advantage.” Paul says as he follows me up the steps behind Mitchell.
“That’s right.” I say and chuckle as I unlock and open the door.
“Man….I can’t believe I don’t get to fly.” Paul grumbles as he follows Mitchell and I into the living room.
Beth closes the door, while Mitchell grabs the TV remote and switches on the flat screen television. He channel hops until he finds the news channels.
“I wonder if there’s anything about last night on.” Mitchell mutters thoughtfully with a small smile on his handsome face.
“What about last night?” Paul asks.
“Yeah, what did you do?” Stuart asks.
“Ah, ha. Here we go.” Mitchell announces happily and points to the screen. “That.”
I look at the screen. A female reporter is interviewing some old guy at a gas station.
“….I’m telling you. He moved so fast, the robbers didn’t know what hit ‘em. It was like watching a movie, but real. I saw the whole thing.” The old guy says and scratches his head in wonder.
“Can you describe the man who prevented the robbery?” The female reporter in a Turquoise suit, (which so doesn’t suit her) asks as she holds the microphone to him again.
“Sure. But it won’t help none. He was wearing a black motorcycle suite. You know, the leather ones. It was mostly black, but it had a red stripe going down each side of the fella. He was also wearing a black helmet. But it was the speed that stood out though. He was like lighting. I’ve never seen a fella move so fast.”
“Thank you for your time. We also have some video footage, showing the mysterious hero in action.” The reporter states.
They cut to some black and white surveillance camera footage of inside the gas station. The camera is looking down at the counter where the cash register is. Three men wearing ski-masks enter carrying shotguns. There’s a dark blur, then all three gunmen are lying on the ground unconscious. The blur stops near the man behind the counter for a few seconds. Then he blurs again and is gone.
“What did you say to him?” I ask.
“Just that I’m a friend and that he should call the police.” Mitchell says and then switches off the flat screen television.
“Since when did you get a motorcycle outfit?” Paul asks.
“Why do you have that suit if you don’t have a bike?” Beth asks.
“I wanted one, but didn’t want my dad to know. So I hid the suit under my bed until I could afford a motorcycle. I found the suit and helmet in an abandoned car at Dad’s junkyard.”
“You looked pretty cool.” Stuart says and slaps Mitchell on the shoulder.
“You think so?” Mitchell asks.
“I thought we were still practicing?” Paul asks and nudges Mitchell.
“I was practicing. But when I saw those men walk towards the gas station with guns drawn. I had to do something.” Mitchell replies.
“What you did was amazing.” I say and smile up at him proudly. 
I hear something flop down on the coffee table. I turn and see a large brown envelope.
“It was on your mat.” Beth says. “It’s from Washington D.C.”
 



Thirteen
 
 
“What is it?” Mitchell asks when he sees my excited face.
“Yay. It’s my death certificate.” I announce gleefully, as I pull the document out.
“What?” Everyone asks.
“You got a copy of your death certificate? That’s pretty grim.” Paul says.
I sit down and check it carefully. I fish my cell phone out of my backpack and enter the coroner’s name, Dr Stephenie Martin, then the name of the informant who gave the information to the coroner, an officer Joseph Paloma, of the Metropolitan police department.
“What are you doing?” Mitchell asks as he sits down next to me.
“These two people…” I say and point to the names on the certificate. “…were the ones who reported our deaths. I want to know which one lied.”
“I can help you with that.” Beth says and smiles proudly.
“Okay. But we’re going to need costumes too, I think.” I say. “If we start turning over rocks, there’s no telling what’s going to crawl out.”
“Right. Well, then you and I should go shopping.” Beth heads for the door.
“What, now?” I ask.
“Why not? But we do need to sketch some ideas first, don’t you think?” Beth says.
“Okay. I guess we’ll see you guys tomorrow.” I say.
I wave goodbye at the door.
“Just do me a favor. Be careful. Okay?” Mitchell says before leaving.
“Of course.” I say and roll my eyes as he sighs and heads down the steps.
I ask Beth to wait for me in the kitchen, while I race upstairs and grab some pencils and a sketchpad. I zip downstairs and sit at the kitchen table. I pass Beth some sheets of paper and a pencil.
“You think we should have masks?” Beth asks.
“Oh, definitely. Remember the footage of Mitchell, earlier.” I say.
“Right. Okay.” Beth says and then gets busy with her piece of paper.
I start drawing various costume ideas, with and without capes, some with short skirts, others with pants. Then I think of Catwoman’s costume and an idea strikes me. I can modify that costume and make it my own. Problem solved.
“I’ll be right back.” I say as I get up and zoom upstairs.
I grab my laptop and hurtle back downstairs. I switch on my laptop and set it on the kitchen table. I do a quick search for local costume stores and find plenty. I check the time. Great, it’s 4:25p.m. The costume stores are still open and there’s one only a few blocks away. I look up from my laptop. I’m about to say something to Beth, but she’s already up and grabbing her bag.
“Okay. Let’s go.” Beth says and heads for the door.
Her mind reading is gonna to take some getting used to.
We leave and head towards the intersection.
“You’re not really going for the black X-Men look, are you?” Beth asks as we walk.
“No. I was thinking purple.”
“Why purple?”
“I love purple.”
“Okay.”
“And you?” I ask as we cross a road.
“I might go for the same outfit actually.” Beth replies.
“What? You can’t have the same costume as me.” I complain.
“Don’t worry, I won’t. I’ll dye mine white.”
“Hmm. That sounds nice, actually.”
“Uh, uh. I called it first. I get white.” Beth says. “There it is.” Beth says and points to the costume shop.
“Well. Here goes my savings.” I mutter as I open the door.
 
Beth and I emerge over $100 worse off, but with the makings of a really cool costume. We both have black leather catsuits and I also bought five pale-pink glittery eye masks. Next stop, color dye. We walk down the street as I look for an alley, when something catches my eye in a store window. Its shiny metallic exterior catches the sunlight and glints, like it’s winking at me. It’s a tape recorder, the kind you see reporters thrust into people’s faces. Hmm.
 
“I know a craft shop just over the river.” Beth says as we exit the store.
“Enough walking, already.” I say and grab Beth from behind and launch into the air.
“Hey, are you nuts?” Beth complains, as we soar over the buildings and head towards the west river.
“No. Just impatient.” I say.
I chuckle as she looks over her shoulder at me and frowns.
“There it is.” Beth says and points to a large complex just across the west river. 
I swoop in and land by some trees, then set her down.
“Isn’t this better than the bus?” I ask as I grin and begin to follow the path.
“Yeah. But what if we were seen?”
“We were moving too fast.” I argue as I reach the front of the complex and look around.
I see the sign for the craft store and head towards it. Beth leads me to the dye section. I grab a bottle of liquid purple dye. It’s a deep purple. Perfect. I grab some bags of blue glitter too.
“You not getting any dye?” I ask as I head to the checkout.
“No, we’ve got bleach at home.” Beth says and follows me outside. 
“Okay. Up, up and away.” Beth says as we reach the trees by the river again.
She grins as I hand her my shopping bags. I wrap my small arms around her waist and kick off from the ground. I soar over the river and back to my neighborhood. I land in an alley and walk back to my street.
“I’ll see you tomorrow.” Beth says as she hands me my shopping bags.
Then she flashes a smile, before disappearing in the blink of an eye, leaving me standing outside my house with my purchases.
 
I take a shower, then watch the movie, Thor, while I wait for the dye to do its thing. 
Mmm, Chris Hemsworth. Now that’s a man. Looks a bit like Dad, actually, just with longer hair and he’s a bit younger. Oh, no, take it back. Damn, too late. Now when I think of Chris Hemsworth, I see my dad. Great. When I take the wet costume out of the washer and hang it up in the basement, the color looks okay, just a bit dark ‘cause it’s wet, so it’s hard to say. I wait a few more hours for it to dry afterwards. Then it’s time for phase two. 
I take it upstairs. I’m halfway up the stairs when Dad comes home.
“Hi, Pumpkin.” Dad says as he removes his jacket.
“Hi, Dad.” I say as I quickly head up to my room and shut the door.
I grab my can of glue spray from the shelf in my closet, which I use for putting up posters. I have a signed Smallville poster of the cast from Season 4 above my bed. I then grab a bag of the blue glitter. I take everything into my bathroom and hang the now purple catsuit on my shower rail. I spray the whole of the back, arms and legs. Then I throw lots of the blue glitter at it.
I repeat the same process to the front, until the whole thing is a mass of purple and blue glittery awesomeness. I leave it hanging there and open my window a bit to let out the fumes. Then I head downstairs. I find Dad in the living room. He’s sitting in his comfy armchair, with my death certificate in his hands.
“So, it arrived.” He says solemnly and holds it up to me.
“Yep.”
“Why do you want it?”
“Souvenir.” I say and shrug nonchalantly.
He shakes his head and switches on the news.
“What the hell?” Dad says. He sits up as the news plays out in front of him.
I check the television and see what’s shocked him. They’re telling the story about the L train incident earlier. There’s even footage from some guy’s cell phone on a train platform, as the train rattles by, with me hanging on to the front. I’m hovering in front of the train and so my back is to the camera. Oh, my god! My back isn’t the only thing facing the camera. My short red plaid skirt is blown over my back. My white panties with small red strawberries are clearly visible. The camera is showing my legs and knickers to the whole world. 
I hope Mitchell and the others don’t see this. 
The thought that people are seeing my panties on television makes me want to cry. I feel heat rising to my cheeks, so I quickly exit the living room and go hide in the kitchen. How embarrassing. I could just curl up and die right now. I knew a short skirt for the costume was definitely not the way to go. This clip proves me right.
“Is she flying?” Dad mutters from the living room.
Then I hear him get up and come into the kitchen.
“You okay, Pumpkin?” He asks as I sit as innocently as possible.
I try and force the blush away.
“I’m fine, Dad. Just feeling hungry. What’s for dinner?” I say.
“Oh. I thought I would order in some pizza. How does that sound?”
“Sounds great. Something with olives?”
“Sure.” He turns to leave, then looks back. “You sure, you’re okay?”
I nod and smile, as the butterflies in my stomach start to settle. When I feel ready, I sigh and get up. I follow him into the living room. The news story is still going, they’re now showing a still image of me as I’m pushing against the train, it’s a side profile shot. I squint and look at the screen. 
“Wow, that’s cool, huh?” I say.
“Cool? It’s bizarre. People don’t fly.”
“Turn up the volume, Dad.” I ask.
He presses the volume button.
“….a flying girl stopped this runaway train earlier today. And what is even more remarkable, she also gave the driver CPR, and revived him after he suffered cardiac arrest.” The female reporter is stating with enthusiasm. 
It wasn’t me actually, it was Stuart. I kind of helped, a bit.
“Hmm, CPR?” Dad murmurs as he watches the screen. “So, she’s not an alien then?”
“What do you mean?” I ask nervously.
“Well, I just don’t think aliens would know CPR.”
“Good point.” Change the subject, quick Britney. “So, have you ordered yet?” I ask.
“Not yet.” Dad says and picks up the phone and starts dialing.
 
The next day, I sit down at my dresser and open my laptop. I run a search for Dr Stephenie Martin, the coroner who signed my death certificate. She works at the Washington Hospital Center, in northwest Washington. I get a main number for the hospital, then grab my cell phone and call Beth.
“Hi.” Beth’s husky voice answers.
“Hi, Beth. I need your help. How fast can you get over here?”
I hear the doorbell ring downstairs.
“Is that fast enough for you?” She giggles, then hangs up.
As I head to the stairs, Dad has already let her in.
“You have a visitor.” Dad calls out from below.
“Come on up, Beth.” I call out.
“What’s up?” Beth asks as she reaches the top of the stairs.
“Can you read minds over the telephone?” I ask, as lead her into my room.
“Hmm, I don’t know, actually. Shall I try?” Beth says and then plucks her cell phone from her shoulder bag. 
She dials a number and waits.
“Hi, Paul. It’s Beth. What’s up?” Beth asks.
She makes a face before rolling her eyes at me.
“Sorry, got to go.” Then she hangs up on him in mid-sentence. “One track mind.” She mumbles as she sits down on my bed.
“Yep, I can do it.” Beth declares, mildly impressed with herself, while looking a bit creeped out at the same time.
“Great. Call this hospital. Ask for a Doctor Stephenie Martin.”
“Okay.” Beth starts dialing the number. 
“Make up some story about...” But then Beth shushes me.
“Hello. I’d like to speak to Doctor Stephenie Martin, please. It’s quite urgent.” Beth asks politely.
“That’s right, I’m a patient.” Beth replies to a question I can’t hear. Beth closes her eyes and frowns. “Marcia Bateman. That’s right. Yes, I’ll hold.” Beth breathes a sigh of relief.
“So far, so good.” Beth says and winks. “Yes, hi, Doctor Martin. Marcia, uh huh. I just have a question. A friend of mine was one of the victims of the Washington attack a few months ago. Yes, it was dreadful.” Beth says and rolls her eyes. 
“The thing is, I found out later that she hadn’t actually died in the attack. No, she is very much alive. But the thing is…and it’s quite embarrassing. You signed her death certificate, you see. I just wanted to know what evidence you saw that made you think she was dead, that’s all?”
We both wait anxiously for her response. I can see the concentration on her face. She opens her eyes and shrugs. 
“Thank you. No, that was all. Goodbye.” Beth hangs up.
“She’s cool. She was supplied with evidence and a list of the dead by the police officer.”
“That narrows things down a bit.” I say and rub my hands together. “Tomorrow, then?” I suggest.
“Okay. Tomorrow, we’ll track down this Officer Paloma.” Beth agrees.
“You wanna see my outfit?” I ask and grin.



Fourteen
 
 
The following day, just after dinner, I kiss Dad on the cheek and tell him I’m going out with Beth for a while.
“Okay, have fun.” Dad calls out as I head for my room.
I hear rock music blaring from Jessica’s room, as I close my bedroom door and walk to my closet. I grab my new purple glittery costume and carefully climb into it. I zip it up at the front, then pull on the matching gloves and boots. I go to my dresser and check my reflection. Wow! I look so different. 
The tight catsuit accentuates my figure. I barely recognize myself. I had no idea I was so curvy now. I run my purple-gloved hands down my sides, following the curve in at my waist, then out again over my hips. I’m most impressed with my legs. They look long and sexy in this outfit. I’ve been so used to seeing them as pathetic sticks, that I’m quite shocked at how toned they now look. The boots give me a little more height. Only a couple of inches, but at my height, every little bit helps. I roll my shoulders and do a few stretches and twist at the waist. It creaks a little, but it doesn’t feel restrictive. I remove the colored contacts and put them in their case and slide them into the drawer of my dresser. I grab a pink glittery eye mask and slip it on over my head. At least it should help keep the hair out of my face, plus it looks cute. My pale blue eyes glimmer back from the mirror. The overall effect is very striking.
I pick up my cell phone and dial Beth’s number.
“Hi.” She answers after a few rings.
“Are you ready?” I ask.
“Yep.”
“Good. Meet me in Lincoln Park, by Café Brauer. Five minutes.” I say.
“Will do.” Beth says and giggles before hanging up.
I grab my Chinese lucky cat backpack, slip my cell phone and purse inside, then shrug into it. Once over my shoulders, I fasten it in place. I switch off my bedroom light, walk to my window and open it. The sun is setting. It’ll be dark soon. 
I poke my head out of the window and check the area. There’s no lights on in the window opposite mine, so I fly out, just as my bedroom door opens. I shoot up quickly. I hover above my window, holding my breath as my heart hammers in my throat.
“Britney?” I hear Jessica call out.
I hear her walk into my room, then I see the light come on. The light reflects off the window opposite. I notice my reflection. Uh, oh. I ascend quickly into the sky. Take a deep breath, then fly towards Lake Michigan. 
I hope she doesn’t snoop around too much. 
As darkness falls, the city puts on her glittery black dress. I see Lincoln Park up ahead. I swoop down towards the trees. 
I see Beth standing near a tree in her bright white leather catsuit, with matching masquerade mask. I land next to her, wrap my arms around her waist, then take off again.
“Wow. Beth, you look great.” I say in her ear as we ascend into the evening sky.
“Thanks. So, Washington D.C. huh?” Beth says.
“Yep.” I say and level off as we reach a few thousand feet.
“Never thought we’d be going back there again so soon.” Beth says.
Washington D.C. Where it all started. And now it’s where my search begins.
I peer over her shoulder at the dark earth far below and accelerate. The wind rushes past us and I power on. I accelerate some more until I hear the sonic boom far behind us. The wind becomes a roar as we hurtle through the dark sky towards our destination.
“Wow, this is loud. I should’ve brought my headphones.” I hear Beth shout above the roar of the wind.
It’s very dark below as we leave the city far behind us. We seem to be over fields and farming country now. I see some flashing lights off to our right, but some are directly ahead.
“Uh, oh.” I quickly climb higher.
A jet flies by beneath us as we pass overhead. I continue to climb. 
We emerge through a cloud layer into a starry sky. I increase my grip on Beth as she hangs beneath me, then push myself to fly faster.
“How much farther is it?” Beth shouts below me after a few minutes.
“I don’t know, actually.” I admit. 
I slow down, then stop. 
“Do you have GPS on your cell phone?” I ask.
“I think so.” Beth replies.
She pulls her cell phone from the inside of her left boot. 
“Wow. I can’t believe I still have a signal.”
“Where are we?” I ask.
“Just a second. It’s tracking.”
We wait a few more minutes, then Beth laughs.
“We’re near Nashville, Britney.”
“What? We came too far south.”
“You think?”
“Where’s east?”
“That way.” Beth says, pointing to our left.
“Hang on.” I say.
I make a turn to our left and then accelerate once more.
I peer over Beth’s shoulder at her cell phone. I check the map as it struggles to keep up with me. I slow down, then the map catches up. We’re now over Greensboro. We’re heading in the right direction at least. After a few more minutes, we reach the coast and I bank to the left. I follow the coastline north, until I can see on the small map that we’re close to Washington. I begin my descent. We emerge from the clouds to see a glittering metropolis far below us. 
I drop like a rock, then level off a few hundred feet from the ground.
“Where’s the police station? It should be near the memorials.” I ask.
Beth studies the map for a few seconds and scrolls the map around.
“It’s on Indiana Avenue.” Beth says. “Let’s get closer.”
I fly onwards and look down while checking the small map on her cell. Indiana Avenue runs from east to west and has many impressive looking buildings on it.
“Which one is it?” I ask.
“That square one, with the concourse.”
I follow her arm and see a large square building surrounded by grass and trees. The front of the building is illuminated and there’s some squad cars parked out front. The sidewalk is filled with people. This is gonna be interesting.
“Ready?” I ask.
“Let’s go for it.”
I swoop down and land on the paved sidewalk and set Beth down. She slips her cell phone back into her left boot, then we walk boldly across the concourse and up the steps. I can already hear people behind us muttering. I feel eyes following us. 
I open the door and let Beth walk in first, then follow. We walk casually up to the information desk. I hear a few wolf whistles and crude remarks from some guys who are walking towards the exit. I ignore them and smile up at the tall officer standing behind the desk.
“Hello. We’re looking for Officer Joseph Paloma. Is he here?” I ask.
“Who are you supposed to be?” He replies and chuckles.
“I’m me.” I reply.
“And I’m me too.” Beth replies and flashes a cheeky grin.
“Officer Paloma, huh?” He grunts and checks his computer screen, which is hidden behind the counter top. “He’s out on patrol.”
“Thank you.” Beth says.
I take her cue and begin to leave.
“Wait.” The officer asks.
I turn and gaze up at him.
“What do you want him for?” He asks.
“We have some questions for him.” I reply, then turn to leave again.
“Be careful.” He calls out as I close the door behind us.
“He doesn’t like him, does he?” I say as we walk down the steps.
“Nope. I read his mind. As soon as you mentioned his name, he began to get annoyed. He thinks he has dangerous friends.”
“Does he know who they are?”
“Not really. But he does suspect they’re linked to the mob.”
“Oh, great.” I moan and roll my eyes. “Where does he patrol?”
“A few blocks north. Follow me.” Beth says, then takes off as a white blur.
My feet pummel the ground as I race after her. She then stops abruptly on a corner. I almost run right into her, as I skid to a stop just in time. She points across the street to a squad car parked outside a Starbucks. I begin to walk over to the car. There’s just one man in the car. He’s sitting in the passenger seat. I cross the street, walk along the sidewalk and stop by the car and tap lightly on the window. He lowers his window and looks at me.
“Can I help you, miss?”
“Are you Officer Paloma?” I ask.
“No, I am.” A slick American-Italian voice says from behind me.
I turn and look at him. Average height for a guy, I guess, average build. Black uniform with a shield on his left chest pocket. Short black hair, beady blue eyes. He’s smiling as he looks at us.
“Isn’t it a little early for Halloween?” Officer Paloma asks. “Here, Joe.” He says and passes a white Styrofoam cup to his partner.
“I’d like to ask you some questions, officer.” I say as he turns his back to me.
“What can I help you with, Tinkerbell?” He replies and turns to me with a mocking smile.
“I have some questions about the terrorist attack that happened here a few months ago.” I say. “Your name was on the death certificates.” I add.
I see his sardonic smile vanish.
“I’ll be right back, Joe.” Officer Paloma says. He gestures with his hand away from the car.
I wait and gesture him ahead of me, as Beth walks to the corner ahead of us and waits. I walk behind him as he sips his coffee.
“What do you wanna know?” He asks.
“You knew those people weren’t dead, didn’t you? Why did you lie to the coroner?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about.” He says and sips his coffee.
“Oh, yes you do. Who paid you?” Beth says as she steps in front of us, blocking his path.
His eyes narrow as he regards us again. 
“Who are you?”
“Who’s Dino?” Beth asks.
“How’d you know that name?” Officer Paloma asks, taking a step back.
“I read your mind, stupid. And no, we’re not freaks. And no, you’re not being taped.” Beth says, then turns to me. “Although, that would be a good idea.”
I smile back knowingly, then look up at Office Paloma as his expression changes about a dozen times as he looks at us both. 
Ah, now he’s beginning to take us seriously.
“You should turn around and walk away, before you get hurt.” Officer Paloma says.
“Okay, go ahead. Hurt us.” Beth says, as she squares up to him with her hands on her hips.
I can see it in his eyes, as he looks around furtively, that he is seriously considering it.
“I haven’t got time for games.” I snap.
I grab the coffee from him and pass it to Beth, before gripping him and launching up from the sidewalk.
“What the hell?” He gasps as he looks down at the buildings receding below us.
“You’d better start talking. I want answers. NOW!” I threaten.
I hold him by his belt with my left hand. “Who’s Dino, and why did you lie to the coroner?”
“What are you gonna do, arrest me?” He asks mockingly.
“Hmm, maybe we should try higher.” I say and look up before climbing.
I accelerate as we pass the cloud base, then slow down when I hear him complaining. I look down at his now shivering body and smile, showing my teeth.
“Shall we go higher?” I ask.
“No. It’s freezing. Take me back.”
“Not until you tell me everything. Who paid you and where are they?”
“You’re not gonna like it.”
“I wasn’t really expecting myself to. Just tell me.”
“The guy who gave me the contract and paid me, Dino. He’s just a low level enforcer, no one special. His name’s Dino Costello.”
“Low level enforcer?”
“Yeah, that’s right. He’s with the mob. The Castellanata crime family to be precise. You ever heard of them? Of course not, you probably don’t even watch the news.”
“Why are the mob involved?”
“I don’t know, Dino never told me. He just told me what to do and paid me.”
“Come on, I’m freezing, Take me back.” He complains again.
I stop ascending and start to descend slowly.
“Where can I find this, Dino Costello?”
“He’s in Philly, as are a lot of Castellanata’s boys. You’re not thinking of going there, are you? They’re animals. They’ll waste you without even blinking.”
“I’m touched by your concern. Where’s a good place to start looking?”
“Try the bars. Dino likes his liquor.” He offers.
“Thank you, for your cooperation, Officer.” I sneer at him, as the buildings get closer beneath us. 
“And one more thing. If you ever do anything illegal again…” I let go of him.
I let him fall about sixty feet, then fly down and catch him. 
“Get the idea?”
“Yeah, yeah, sure.” He moans, as he squirms in my hands.
 I drop quickly to the ground and set him down. He staggers slightly, then turns and lurches back to his squad car.
“What was that smell?” Beth asks as she sips his coffee. “So, that went well. He looked scared.”
“He should be.” I mutter, then turn and walk away.
Beth catches up while sipping Paloma’s coffee.
“He’s involved with some dangerous men. Things can get a lot more dangerous from now on. Do you still want to come?” I say as I walk.
“Sure. You want some?” Beth says and offers me the foam cup.
I take it and lift it to my lips. It’s a cappuccino and tastes good. I take a few gulps and finish it off.
“Hey, I wanted some more.” Beth moans as I hand her back the empty foam cup.
“Sorry. I’ll buy you another later.” I say.
I wrap my arms around her and take off into the night sky again. Beth reaches into her boot and pulls out her cell phone and activates the map again.
“Philadelphia.” I say, as Beth checks the map while I fly.
I step on the gas and accelerate, leaving Washington D.C. far behind as we rocket through the sky. The bright lights blur below us as we race to our next destination.
“Whoa, slow down.” Beth says.
I ease up and fly slower over the dark streets.
I peer over her shoulder at the map on her cell phone. We’re approaching the outskirts of Philadelphia already. 
I fly lower, so I can see the buildings more clearly. I see a bar not far away and swoop down, and land in the parking lot. It’s a low level flat roofed place with a garish neon sign above the door.
“This is as good a place to start as any.” I say as we walk towards the entrance.
Loud rock music blares through the doors as we approach. I take a deep breath as I open the door and lead Beth inside. Some men are leaning against the bar when we walk in. They turn and gape at us as we saunter towards the bar.
“No minors allowed.” The barman growls.
“I just have a question, that’s all.” I smile innocently up at him.
“What?” The barman asks gruffly.
“Do you know where I can find Dino Costello?”
“Never heard of him. Now get out!”
“Later.” I say and turn to leave.
I look at Beth for confirmation. She shakes her head and follows me out.
“Okay. Next.” I say and wrap my arms around Beth and take off into the air.
“There’s another one over there.” Beth says and points to our right after a few seconds.
The building she’s pointing at looks more subdued, with just an ordinary sign above the door. Warm light is streaming from inside. I land by the door and we head inside. Beth and I walk casually to the bar, where an old timer is nursing a small glass of something yellow.
“Hi. “ I greet the bartender. “Do you know a Dino Costello?” I ask.
The bartender looks at us and blinks, then sets a glass down on the bar counter.
“Can’t say I do.” He replies, then looks at us again with a puzzled expression.
“Why are you looking for him? Is he your daddy? Are you lost sweetheart?” He asks.
I know he means well, but there’s an edge to his voice when he says it.
“We’re not lost.” I say and turn to leave. “Thanks anyway.”
Outside, I grab Beth and fly up and over the bar towards a gas station. 
We visit eight more bars with the same results. We chuckle at the cookie requests, at first, but after the fourth time, it’s getting annoying. I’m about ready to go home, when Beth spots an Italian restaurant.
“Restaurants have bars, right?” Beth says as we descend towards the sidewalk.
“And I owe you a coffee.” I say as I land and open the door for Beth.
“After you.” I say.
Beth adjusts her white masquerade mask, then heads inside. It looks cozy. The sound of people talking and laughing fills the air. I follow Beth to the bar and we sit down on some bar stools. People are starting to stare at us and make comments, but we’re quite used to this by now. 
“Two cappuccinos, please.” I ask when the bartender comes over and starts to laugh.
After a few minutes, two small cups of frothy coffee are pushed our way. I get my purse from my Chinese lucky cat backpack and pay. I see Beth roll her eyes.
“No wonder people are laughing at us. Have you been wearing that the whole time?” Beth asks as she stirs her cappuccino.
“Yeah, why? What’s wrong with it?”
“How old are you again?” Beth asks and raises her cup and sips her cappuccino.
“I’m sixteen, so?”
“Don’t you think it’s about time you put things like that behind you?”
“No. Why should I?”
“Well, it makes you look much younger than you are.”
“My Dad bought this for me. When I wear it, it feels like…..he’s with me.” I say and sip my cappuccino. 
“You wouldn’t understand.” I grumble into my coffee.



‘Britney, of course I understand. I’m your friend. I just don’t think Mitchell is going to take you seriously, if you still wear things like that, that’s all. I just want you to be happy. Okay.’ Beth’s husky voice says inside my head. ‘Have you read that book I gave you?’
A bit, yeah. I answer in my head. Then I think about Mitchell. Do I want him to take me more seriously? 
I finish my cappuccino, then wave the bartender over.
“Is there anything else I can get you?” He asks.
“Just some information.” I reply. “Do you know a Dino Costello?” I ask.
He looks at us both as if for the first time.
“No, sorry. I don’t know him.” He replies, turns and walks away.
“Hey, listen up!” Beth shouts. “Does anyone here know Dino Costello?”
Subtle, Beth. Real subtle.
People murmur quietly, but ignore us. I see Beth’s eyes moving around the room while I slip my backpack on.
‘Bingo!’ Beth smirks in my head.
She turns and grins at me, then gestures with her head for me to follow her.
I follow her across the restaurant, past a family where some teens are filming the whole thing on their cell phones, towards a young man in his twenties, dressed in a smart pink shirt and black pants. He’s sitting down and eating a bowl of spaghetti. He notices us walking over and looks up warily as we approach. Then Beth walks past him and I see him relax. Beth back pedals and places a white-gloved hand on his shoulder.
“Hello, Marko. How’s the food?” Beth asks.
“I don’t know you. How’d you know my name?” He sputters as he tries to swallow his food without choking.
“That’s not important. But what is important, is that you know who Dino is, don’t you?” Beth says and pinches his right cheek. “And you know where he is, don’t you, Marko?” Beth replies. She pushes him back down as he tries to get up.
“Why should I tell you anything?” He replies.
“That’s the beauty of it, Marko.” Beth says and pinches his cheek again, playfully. “You don’t have to.” Beth whispers directly into his ear, then she signals for me to leave.
I turn and walk away as Beth follows, while Marko hurls insults after us. A man in a dark green suit approaches. The manager probably.
“Get out and don’t come back. You are both banned.” He says and tries to push us.
Beth and I smile at each other, stop and turn to him. He’s still trying to shove us. His face is turning purple with the effort. He can’t move us an inch.
“Don’t worry, we’re leaving.” I say, turn and open the door and let Beth exit first. “You have a lovely restaurant.” I say and smile, then close the door behind me as I leave. 
Beth is giggling outside as she walks along the sidewalk.
“That was fun.” She says as I walk next to her.
“Well, tell me. Where’s Dino?” I ask. 
“Well, I don’t know where he is, but I do have his address.”
“Really?”
“Yep. That kid. He’s his nephew.”
I hold out my hands to her. “Shall we, then?”
She steps closer and I wrap my arms around her, just as the door to the restaurant bursts open. I rise into the air slowly, while Beth waves at someone behind us. I climb higher and fly over a Seven Eleven.
“You should have seen his face.” Beth says and giggles.
“Who was it?” I ask as I fly us a few more miles and then stop.
“Marko.”
“Come on, what’s the address?” I ask.
“Oh, right.” Beth retrieves her cell phone from inside her white boot. 
She gets up the map again and then begins scrolling the screen around until she finds what she’s looking for. Beth then looks down at the well-lit streets below us.
“Right, we’re here.” She says and points at the screen.



I look over her shoulder at the small illuminated screen. It looks like we’re in the northern part of the city, near a park called Norris Square. Beth then points to a spot near the river, further south of our position.
“That’s where he lives.”
“Great.” 
I bank to the left and make for the river, then follow it south slowly, as Beth tracks our position.
“Okay, stop. Now we need to go that way a few blocks. It should be near a park.” Beth says and points to our left.
I turn and fly slowly as Beth looks at her cell phone map. I see a large dark area up ahead, which must be the park that Beth referred to. I swoop lower until we’re a hundred feet above the street, then cruise along at a leisurely pace.
“That’s it.” Beth says and points down to our left.
It’s a three storey rectangular apartment building, with parking bays out front. I can’t see any skylights or doors on the roof.
“So, do we knock?” I ask.
“After you. It’s apartment 10B.”
I land on the sidewalk and check the parking bays. There’s a deep-red Corvette parked in the spot for 10B. 
“Someone’s home.” I say.
Beth walks over to the main entrance and waits for me. I race over and look at the door. Beth nods to the right. There’s a series of buttons with numbers on.  I press the button for 10B and wait. The adrenaline is flowing now. I’m keyed up.
“Yeah, who is it?” An impatient man’s voice erupts from a speaker beneath the buttons.
I shrug and lean closer to the speaker. 
“Girl Scouts, sir. Would you like to buy some of our delicious cookies? The money is going to a charity, sir.” I say in the cutest voice I can muster.
Beth giggles behind me. I put my finger to my lips.
“Cookies, huh? Yeah, sure, why not. 2nd floor, turn left and it’s the door at the end of the hall.” He replies and buzzes the door open.
“That was easy.” I open the door and let Beth enter first. 
We race upstairs and get to the door for 10B in a heartbeat. I knock gently and look at Beth. She nods.
‘It’s him.’ Beth says in my head.
I ready myself.
The door opens and an American-Italian man in his early thirties looks at us. He’s unrolling a wad of bills, when his eyes grow wide as he looks at us again. Then he smirks.
“What the hell are you supposed to be?”
I rise up from the yellow carpet and hover inches from his face. His smile disappears.
I grab him by the throat and force him back into his apartment. Beth closes the door behind us. I lift him from his polished hardwood floor with my left hand still clamped around his throat. I look into his shocked blue eyes and see my own blazing blue eyes reflected back. My irises are pulsating with blue light. I must be making a hell of an impression right now.
“What the hell are you?” Dino mutters as he tries to release my grip on him with both of his hands.
“I have some questions for you, Dino. If you tell me the truth, then we leave you as we found you. Understand?” I say.
I increase my grip on his throat a fraction. His eyes bulge and his face turns purple. He nods his head.
“Good.” I release my grip and drop him on to his black leather couch.
“You arranged for some people to vanish a few months ago and for them to be declared dead. Where did they go and who hired you?” I ask as I glare down at him.
He looks at us and runs his hands through his greasy black hair.
“I was contacted by Tony Bardino. He’s the consigliore for the Sorvino family.”
“The Sorvino family? Who the hell are they?” Beth asks.
“They’re big. They run Las Vegas.”
“Why are they asking someone like you to help them, if they’re so big?” Beth asks.
“This is Frankie’s turf, they can’t operate on the east coast without a body count.”
“What was the deal, Dino?” I ask.
I place my left foot on to his black glass coffee table and press down. It shatters loudly, making him flinch.
“Okay, okay. I arranged for some of my guys to load some people into some fake ambulances, before the cops and the real medics arrived.” He wipes some sweat from his forehead. “Then they were loaded into some removal vans and driven west to Las Vegas. I was paid in cash. I didn’t ask any questions.”
“Who arranged the bombing?” I ask.
“I don’t know. Hey, it wasn’t me, alright.” He replies as he holds up his hands.
“Where can we find this, Tony Bardino?” I ask.
“No way. I tell you and I’m a dead man.”
“How about we tell Vincent Farelli what you’ve been doing behind his back, huh?” Beth suggests, then goes to pick up his telephone.
“NO!” Dino screams and tries to get up.
I grab him and push him back down on to the black leather couch.
“It’s that, or you tell us where we can find Tony Bardino. What’s it to be?” Beth says with the telephone in her hand.
“Okay, okay. Please don’t call Vinny. You can find Tony at The Bellagio, okay, The Bellagio.”
“Thanks, Dino.” I say and turn to leave.
We’re heading to the door, when pain explodes in my head and my ears ring for a heartbeat, then stops abruptly. I turn as Dino pulls a gun from under the coach. He points it at Beth. I race forward as he pulls the trigger. I move as quick as thought. I snatch the bullet in mid-flight, then grab the gun from his hand. 
“My hand!” Dino moans and clutches his injured hand.
“Try that again and this is what will happen to you.” I threaten and crush the handgun in my hands. I drop the compressed ball of black metal on to his lap and lean closer to him.
“Your criminal life ends here. Do you understand, Dino? Start over, get a new life. Got it?” I say, inches from his angry face.
“Yeah, yeah, I got it.”
“I’m giving you a second chance, Dino.” I turn and walk towards Beth, who waits by the open door. 
I turn and glare back at him. “There won’t be a third.” I say before leaving.
Outside the building, Beth is jumping up and down with excitement.
“You were totally bad-ass!” Beth says and high-fives me.
“Who the hell is Vincent Farelli?” I ask.
“Oh, he’s Dino’s boss. Dino thought that if Vincent found out he had done some work for another family, he’d be a dead man.”
“So, why’d he do it then?”
“Money. Why else?”
“Come on, let’s go home.” I say.
“Hey, this hero business is kind of fun.” Beth says as we lift off and fly home.
 



Fifteen
 
 
The next day is Tuesday, a school day. I’m yawning by lunchtime. 
I carry my tray to our usual table in the corner. Beth and the others are already there, so I slide in next to Mitchell.
“Hey guys.” I greet them with a yawn. 
“So, you guys have gone public, huh?” Mitchell says and then shows me a video on his cell phone. 
It’s from YouTube. It shows me and Beth in the restaurant in our costumes. Oh, I guess it must have been those kids I saw with their cell phones.
“You went public first.” I fire back.
Mitchell leans closer and whispers. “Nice costume by the way.”
“You like it?” I ask.
“It suits you.” He says and winks at me. “And who’s Dino Costello?”
Yay, he likes my costume!
“Just some hoodlum who was involved in our kidnapping.” I reply.
“What?” Mitchell and Paul blurt out. 
“You’ve been holding out on us?” Paul complains.
“It only happened last night, guys. But we have a new lead.” Beth replies.
“What happened?” Stuart asks as he sips his glass of water quietly.
“We found the police officer who lied to the coroner about our deaths. Well, he was paid by some gangster named Dino Costello.” I begin.
“Yeah, he’s some low life with the mob.” Beth adds.
“Whoa. The mob?” Paul asks.
“Yeah. Anyway, he was hired by some guy from another mob family, out west in Las Vegas.”
“This is getting complicated.” Paul moans and shakes his head.
“This is getting dangerous.” Mitchell adds.
“Guys, it got dangerous the moment that bomb went off in Washington.” I say.
Mitchell’s eyes close and he lets out a sigh. “Zack.”
“Exactly. We need to do this for them. Those who didn’t come back. Zack, Miss Wheeler, that poor scared man they murdered. They demand justice.” I say heatedly.
I see their shocked expressions, then look around. 
Everyone in the canteen is staring at me. Was I shouting?
“We’re with you, Britney. All the way.” Paul says
Stuart nods. I feel Mitchell’s warm hand on my shoulder. “All the way.” He says.
“Okay. Then we work together.” I agree.
“Yo, Team Rock!” Paul says and holds his hand over the table.
“Why Team Rock?” Beth asks and raises an eyebrow.
“Because of the rocks, you know, the meteorites.” Paul answers and shrugs.
“What the hell. Team Rock.” I say and place my hand on top of Paul’s.
Everyone follows suit and Paul beams with pride.
“You realize that we’re going up against the mafia, guys?” I say as I take a bite of my cheeseburger.
“Hey, I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.” Paul replies in a mock-Italian accent.
Stuart chuckles while Beth rolls her eyes.
“Have you thought of a name yet?” Stuart asks as he finishes his soda.
“I was thinking of, Cosmic Girl.” I reply.
“Cosmic Girl? Why Cosmic Girl?” Beth asks.



“My favorite comic book store is Cosmic Comics. So the name just popped into my head.” I answer and drain my bottle of lemonade.



“How about you, Beth?” Paul asks. “You going to have some lame comic book name, too?”
Beth punches Paul in the arm. “It’s not lame. I like it, Britney.”
“Thanks.” I say.
“Well, don’t laugh, but I was thinking of, I-Spy.” Beth says.
I clap and giggle. “That’s perfect. I-Spy, I love it.”
Beth grins.
“I was thinking of calling myself, Warlock.” Paul says, gesturing with his hands in a mock magician’s pose. “And you’re Volt.” Paul adds and nods towards Stuart.
“Volt?” Stuart asks, then looks at his hands. “Volt makes sense. Okay.”
“How about you?” I ask Mitchell.
“Crash.”
“Crash?” I ask.
“Yeah, ‘cause I’m gonna crash the bad guy’s party.”
“I like it.” Paul says and chuckles as he high-fives Mitchell across the table.
“So, who wants to go to Vegas?” I ask as I take another bite of my cheeseburger.
“When?” Mitchell asks.
“This Saturday.” I reply. “That gives you two a few days to come up with a costume.” I say to Paul and Stuart, who look at me confused.



“You’re serious about this comic book stuff?” Paul asks.
“If you want the mafia to know who you are and what you look like, by my guest. But it might not be so safe for people who know you.” I reply.
“Right. I hadn’t thought about that.” Paul admits grimly.
“Well, you’ve got a few days to create your costumes. So don’t take too much time thinking about it.” I say.
“I’ll help you, okay?” Beth offers.
“Please, would you?” Stuart says.
“Sure, no problem.” Beth says.
“And no capes.” I fire at Paul in particular.
“Oh, man. But I love capes.” Paul complains.
“In the meantime, practice, practice, practice. Okay?” I tell them.
“Yes, mother.” Paul replies.
Beth is about to hit him, when the bell rings.
“Saved by the bell.” Paul says and hurries out.
“When does he go back to England?” Beth asks.
“See you guys later.” I say.
I finish off my cheeseburger and head for my next class.
 
My thoughts aren’t on fractions and algebra during class. I’m thinking about Miss Wheeler. I keep replaying the scene in my head of her being shot on television. Who’s pulling the strings? Who has the power and the money to hire the mafia? I try to knuckle down when Mrs Marshall glares at me from the whiteboard, but I’m beginning to cry now. I wipe the tears from my eyes with my sleeve and try to focus. Stuart taps me on the shoulder and points at my desk. I look down. Damn, my colored contacts. One of them has fallen out. I quickly pick it up and slip it in, but by now I’ve got Mrs Marshall’s attention.
“Miss Brookes, what are you doing?” Mrs Marshall asks as she walks to my desk.
“Sorry, just had some grit in my eye.” I reply and check that my contact is in properly. I blink a couple of times.
“There, got it.” I say and try not to look at her.



I begin making more notes in my textbook and she turns and walks away. I give Stuart the thumbs up and check the board again.
 
After school, I walk home with Mitchell. We walk the three blocks at a leisurely pace.
“Cosmic Girl, huh?” Mitchell says as we walk.
I look up at him. “Crash, huh?” I fire back.
“It will do for now. So, who’s in Las Vegas?” He asks as we walk.
“Tony Bardino. He’s the idiot who hired Dino to arrange the kidnapping.”
“Okay.” Mitchell says and then goes quiet for a while. “So, who arranged the bombings?” He asks after a few minutes of silence.
“I don’t know yet. Maybe this Bardino character will know.”
“It doesn’t make sense.” He says and stops.
“What doesn’t?” I ask.
“Bombings, kidnapping, the mafia. It doesn’t make sense. It doesn’t sound like the sort of thing the mafia would do.”
“They are the sort of people who can plant bombs and kidnap people.” I say.
“Yes, but for profit, for money, or for revenge. This doesn’t seem like them. The torture, the meteorites, what happened to us. It doesn’t make any sense.”
“We’re going to get to the bottom of it all. I swear.” I say and take his hands.
“Look at me.” I say and look up into his troubled face.
He sighs and looks me in the eye.
“Whoever is responsible for the bombings, they will pay for it. I promise. Zack and Miss Wheeler will be avenged.”
“I don’t want any more people to die, Britney.” Mitchell says and closes his eyes.
“We don’t have to kill them. But justice will be done.” 
He opens his eyes and looks at me.
“You’ve changed.” He says sadly.
“I won’t be a victim any more, Mitchell. We’ve been given a gift. A powerful gift.”
“What, so you’re going to abuse it?”
“No. Use it. For the greater good.”
“You’re treading a fine line between right and wrong, Britney. Just remember who you are.”
“I know who I am.” I drop his hands and turn away. “Don’t you trust me?”
“I want to. I just have to know that this isn’t just about revenge. Tell me it’s not just about revenge, Britney.” He says and places his warm hands on my shoulders.
“It’s not just about revenge. I swear.” I grumble.
Hot tears begin to slide down my cheeks. His hands begin to stroke my arms, but I can’t handle this right now, so I take off like a bullet before he can say anything. Instead of going home, I take a detour and head to Graceland Cemetery. I speed through the streets while tears fly from my eyes. I stop beneath the old oak tree that stands near my Mom’s plot.
I hide my face in my hands and kneel on the wet grass in front of her gravestone as the tears flow freely. I’m shaking all over as my emotions threaten to consume me.
“Mom.” I say as I try to control my breathing. “I could sure use your guidance right now.”
I wipe my eyes and look at her gravestone. It’s looking a little grubby. There’s some moss growing on it. I can barely make out ‘Here Lies Barbara Mary Brookes.’ I reach out and rub some of it off and stroke the stonework.
“I miss you so much.” I wipe my nose and swallow a sob.
“Things have changed so much since you’ve been gone. I can walk now, Mom.”
I wipe some more tears from my face, as a few drops of rain spatter down on her gravestone.
“I wish you were here to see me walk again. I can fly too. I was experimented on and now I have weird powers. I’m so much stronger than I was, Mom. But so much weaker, too.” I hang my head as the rain starts to fall more. I can feel it now on the back of my head and shoulders.
“I get so angry sometimes, Mom, it scares me. I could do terrible things with these powers. I feel like I’m losing myself. I’m scared.” 
There’s a peal of thunder and the clouds in the distance light up momentarily. 
“I think I’m starting to scare Mitchell too. You’d like him, Mom, he’s nice.” I smile as the rain drips from my nose and chin.
I really like Mitchell. I wish he could trust me more. The way he looked at me troubles me. It’s like he doesn’t know me at all. 
“I need to find the people who did this to me, Mom. I’m just scared about what I’ll do when I find them. This power I feel coursing through me, it’s like a wild animal sometimes. I scare myself with some of the things I can do now. I’m scared, Mom.” 
“You don’t need to be scared, Britney.” A female voice says aloud.
I lift my head. My sister, Jessica, gets up from behind Mom’s gravestone.
“How long have you been there?” I ask and rub my nose.
“I’ve been here a while.” Jessica says.
She comes over and kneels down on the grass in front of me and takes my wet hands and kisses them.
“You don’t need to be scared, Britney. I know you. You’re a good person. No matter what happens, I know you’ll do the right thing.”
“Thanks.” I say, then look at her again. “You didn’t hear everything, did you?”
“You mean all that stuff about having powers and flying? Yeah, I heard that.” Jessica says and grins. “Don’t worry. I got your back, little sis.” She says and stands up. 
She holds out her hand to me. I take it and stand up.
“I love you, sis.” I say and wrap my arms around her.
“Right back at you.” Jessica says as I slowly lift from the wet grass and rise up into the tempestuous sky.
“Wow. You weren’t kidding.” Jessica says as she looks down.
“I’m sorry I kept it from you.” I say as I fly higher and make a slow turn towards the sinking sun.
“It’s cool. I understand. I’m not sure if Dad would understand though.”
“What, the flying thing, or the lying thing.” I ask.
“Come on, you know him better than that, of course the lying thing.”
“How do I tell him?” I ask.
“Hmm. Not sure. But the timing has to be right.”
“Well, when you know when that is, you let me know.” I say.
I swoop down to the sidewalk near some large trucks and land gently. I take Jessica’s hand and lead her across the street to a coffee shop. I order us some coffee and take a seat in a booth near the steamed up window.
“How long have you been going to see Mom?” I ask, as I wring the rain from my long hair.
“I tend to go once a month. But I’ve been going more lately.” Jessica says and shakes the rain from her coat.
“I didn’t know.” I say.
“I miss her too, Britney. Sometimes, I miss her so much I can’t breathe.”
“I still hear the screeching tires, sometimes. In the dead of night, I hear the car horn, glass breaking and Mom screaming.” I say numbly and close my eyes.
“I want you to know, that I don’t blame you for what happened.” Jessica says calmly.
I gaze at her in shock. “What? I thought you hated me for it.” I say.
“I was angry about losing her, not that you survived.” Jessica says and reaches for my hand. “At the time….well…things were confusing. I was only nine years old, remember.”
“You don’t hate me?” I ask.
“No, Britney. Far from it.”
I rub my eyes and a contact lens comes loose and falls to the table-top.
“Damn.” I say and search for it.
“Whoa. Britney, your eyes…”
“Yeah, I know. They’re weird.” I say as I locate the lens and slip it back in.
“When did your eyes change color?”
“When it all happened.”
“Tell me what happened. All of it.” Jessica asks as our coffee arrives.
So, I did. I told her everything. About what happened in Washington D.C. Miss Wheeler, the rocks, our escape, everything.
“So it was you who stopped that runaway train last week.”
“Sort of. Stuart stopped it really. All I did was slow it down for a while.”
“Stuart Leung? The science nerd?”
“Yeah.”
“What did he do?”
“Stuart can create electricity. He short-circuited the train, then revived the driver.”
“Wow. Cool.” Jessica murmurs as she sips her coffee.
“You’re okay with all of this?” I ask as I finish my coffee.
“Sure. You’re not the only one who’s into comic books.”
“What? Since when?” I ask.
“I’ve been borrowing yours for years.”
“I just thought I misplaced them.” I say.
Jessica just smiles, finishes her coffee and sets her cup down.
“So, when do we tell Dad?” Jessica asks.
“Let me find the right time, okay?” I reply.
“Okay, sis.”
I pay the check, then we head back out into the rain.
“Can you outrun rain?” Jessica asks as she looks up at the deluge.
“You wanna find out?” I ask and scoop her up into my small arms. Before she can answer, or squeal in fright, I shoot off along the streets. I stop outside our house, in less than a second.
“Holy cow, that was fast!” Jessica blurts out in shock as I set her down on the paved sidewalk.
“That’s nothing. You should see how fast I can fly, when I really push it.” I say and giggle as she staggers up the steps to the front door.
I hop up the steps as Jessica opens the door and glide past her and walk into the living room. Jessica closes the door, while I switch on the large flat screen television. I flop into one of the brown leather sofas and channel hop until I find CNN.
“Hey, is that you?” Jessica asks as CNN show footage of me flying over Washington D.C.
I look up at her as she walks past and sits down on another sofa.
“What do you think of the costume?” I ask.
“I like it. It’s simple, yet girly. But you still look strong.” Jessica replies. “But it is missing something.” Jessica adds and looks at me.
“No capes.” I say before she can say it.
“Come on, everyone who flies, has to have a cape.”
“Not me.” I retort.
Jessica sighs and looks back at the television.
“Ooh, what were you doing there?” She asks as they show me and Beth in the restaurant. Then Jessica chuckles as Beth starts shouting. “Who’s Dino Costello?” Jessica asks.
“He’s a small-time gangster for the mob.”
“The mob? You mean, like, the Mafia?”
I nod. 
“Why were you looking for him?” Jessica asks.
“He was involved in the Washington incident. He paid a police office to declare us all dead.”
“Wow. So, did you find him?”
“Yeah, we found him.”
Jessica scoots to the edge of the sofa and leans closer. “And….what happened?”
“I found out the next piece in the puzzle. We need to go to Las Vegas next.”
“Las Vegas? When are you going?”
“Saturday, I hope.”
“What’s your cover story?”
“Cover story?” I ask.
“In case Dad asks. He may want to know where he can find you.”
“I’ll just say I’m hanging out at the beach.”
“Okay.” Jessica says.
We hear the front door open. We both turn as Dad walks into the living room rubbing his left shoulder.
“Hey, girls.” He says, stops and then looks at us. “What’s going on?” He asks, looking confused.
“We’re just watching the news.” I say.
“Together?” He asks.
“Of course.” Jessica says.
She points to the screen as they show another clip of me flying. 
“What do you think about this flying girl business?” Jessica asks him.
Dad looks at the television. His eyes widen and he runs a rough hand through his short blonde hair.
“Holy cow!” He blurts out and chuckles quietly. “So, she’s really real?”
“Yep.” Jessica says and looks intently at me.
“So, what do you think, Dad?” I ask and look up at him.
“As long as she’s helping, then great. This city could use a helping hand.” Dad replies, yawns and heads out to the kitchen.
Jessica’s still looking intently at me. “Well?” She whispers.
I look down at my hands. “Not yet, Jessica. I don’t feel ready yet.”
“Well, don’t take too long.” Jessica says, then gets up and leaves the living room.
I know she’s right. I should tell him. But I can’t take this pressure right now. I’ll tell him when I feel ready. I switch the television off just as they show an old mug shot of Dino Costello. I head into the kitchen, where Dad is preparing dinner.
 
I eat my chili con carne and brown rice slowly, while I think about Mitchell. The way we last spoke played on my mind. The look in his eyes. Like he was worried about me, scared almost, it haunted me. I need to patch things up and make him see the real me. I can’t leave things as they are. I have an idea, as I take my plate to the dishwasher.
 



Sixteen
 
 
After my last class finishes, I hurry to the lockers. I find Mitchell as he’s putting his books back. I secure my Chinese lucky cat backpack, then hurry over.
“Hi.” I say and look up at him.
“Hey.” He replies, as he closes his locker. 
He slips his black Chicago Bulls backpack over his left shoulder, then turns to walk away. He stops and looks back at me.
“You okay?” He asks.
I shrug and walk past him.
“Look, about yesterday. I wasn’t accusing you of anything. You know that right?” He says quickly as he catches up.
“That’s not what it sounded like.” I reply as I walk.
“It’s just…well….these powers…” He leans down and whispers. “..if we’re not careful, people could get hurt.”
“You don’t think I know that?” I retort.
“That’s not what I meant.”
“I’m not gonna hurt anyone, okay.” I say and sigh in exasperation.
He reaches out and grabs my shoulder. “Hey. What’s wrong?” He asks
He turns me around, so that I’m looking at him. I crane my neck and look up into his anxious face.
“I’m just trying to right a wrong here. You’re acting like it’s a crime.” I reply irritably.
He lowers his voice and looks around. “I don’t think it’s a crime, okay. But hurting people to get what you want, well, that is a crime. I just want you to go about this with a clear head, not…”
“Not what? Not emotional? You forget one thing.” I say. “This is personal. It’s impossible to separate emotion from this.” I declare. I then hold up my hands in protest. “But please know this. I don’t want to hurt anyone. Least of all my friends.” I say, turn and walk away.
He follows again.
“I don’t want you to get hurt, either.” He says as he walks in step with me.
Well, that makes two of us.
“Don’t worry, I’m tougher than I look.” I reply as I get in line at the security checkpoint.
“I noticed.” He says and smirks. “Look, why don’t we just get out of town for a while. Get some air. Maybe cool that temper of yours, hmm?” He suggests.
“Okay.” I relent. Man, he’s persistent.
Once outside, I walk towards Clark Street and then head towards the lake. When I’m sure no one is really paying any attention to us, I look up at him.
“Race you.” I say and take off.
I hear the rush of wind behind me as he runs after me. The streets blur as we rocket towards the lake. I see the murky water up ahead. I skid to a stop on Lakeshore Drive, just past the lagoon. I see Mitchell down on the beach waiting for me, with a big grin on his face. Damn, he’s fast.
I walk over to him and wrap my small arms around his waist. With a kick, I launch us both into the late afternoon sky. I fly over the lake as I climb higher.
“Wow.” Mitchell blurts out as he looks down. “I thought I’d be too heavy for you.” He says in surprise.
“Nothing’s too heavy for Cosmic Girl.” I reply in my best Superman impression.
He laughs and looks down at the lake far below.
“I gotta admit. This is pretty cool.” He says after a while.
“It’s not what the power does to you, but what you do with the power that matters.” I reply philosophically.
“Okay. This power is pretty cool.” He says.
“So will you drop the whole, power corrupts, thing?” I ask.
He looks up at me. A small smile plays on his lips. “We’ll see.”
Yep, he’s persistent.
“So, where are we going?” Mitchell asks.
“Getting some air.” I whisper in his ear.
We scare a black gull to death, when it almost flies into us, as we fly over the lake. It squawks unhappily and flaps madly to get away from us, with some feathers flying off, while I hover and chuckle at it. Silly bird.
“This isn’t exactly what I meant, when I said we should get some air.” He says.
“But, you can’t beat the air up here. It’s the best.” I reply and climb higher.
The wispy white clouds shoot past as we rocket through the Azure blue sky, heading east. We soon leave the city far behind us as I fly over fields and farms. Then we pass over another city as I accelerate more, until I hear two more sonic booms far behind us. Now there’s no other sound but the roar of the wind in our ears.
“Wow. And I thought I was fast.” Mitchell shouts as I increase my grip on him.
I giggle. On the ground, Mitchell is the fastest, but up here, I rule. I climb higher to avoid any commercial flights, as the world below us becomes a green blur. I slow down when I see a dark blue line ahead, then bank right and follow the coastline south. After a while, I see my destination approaching and begin to descend. After a few more seconds, the island of Manhattan begins to become clearer. I head for the Empire State Building. I land quickly on the observation deck, next to two excited boys and their mother.
“Mommy, mommy, did you see?” One of the boys calls out and tugs on his mother’s coat.
“I can see fine. Shush.” She responds and ruffles his hair.
“New York?” Mitchell says.
He walks up to the railing and gazes down.
I join him by the railing and smile up at him. “Surprise.” I say and giggle.
“Cool.” Mitchell says and reaches for my hand.
My hand instinctively reaches out, but I stop myself. I take a step back instead. I can’t lead him on, I remind myself. We’re just friends. Friends don’t hold hands. “You hungry?” I ask.
“Like a horse.” He responds.
“Me too.” I say and head indoors.
We make our way to the elevator, but there’s a bit of a wait, as people line up and wait their turn. We get to street level fifteen minutes later. Once outside, the noise and energy of the city engulfs us. People are hurrying along the sidewalk, and a yellow cab honks at people by the stop light. I lead him to the edge of the sidewalk and look around. I point to a McDonald’s across the street. He makes a face and shakes his head.
“No. There’s a famous place here that does the best hot dogs, or so they say. I’m trying to remember the name.” He says and begins walking down 5th Avenue.
When we come to cross the road, he cranes his neck to look as far down the street as he can. We cross and then he sighs and stops. He waves at a passer-by.
“Excuse me. But where do they do the best hot dogs?” Mitchell asks a young woman in a smart grey business suit, who is hurrying along. 
She stops and looks at Mitchell. Her eyes move up and down his body, then she smiles. Hey, is she checking him out?
“Well, hello there.” She all but purrs. I don’t like her voice
“Yeah, hi. Where do they do the best hot dogs?” Mitchell asks again.
“Oh, that’s easy sweetie. That’s Gray’s Papaya, in the village.”
“Where’s that, exactly?” I ask, stepping between her and Mitchell. I try and smile, but I can’t help scowling at her.
She looks at me for a second, then back at Mitchell. Hey, what am I, chopped liver?
“6th Avenue, by the square.” She says, glares at me, then gives Mitchell a lingering look before hurrying on her way.
“She was odd.” Mitchell remarks, before turning and heading along West 32 Street.
Typical. He has no idea what effect he has on us girls.
We find 6th Avenue and begin walking south.
“It’s a shame we can’t just zip along here.” I say, as we scoot around people and wait at the stop light.
“I thought traffic in Chicago was bad.” Mitchell says as we wait for the lights to change.
Twenty five minutes later and we’re waiting in line outside Gray’s Papaya. The smell is mouth-watering. I’m salivating as I stare through the glass at the different varieties of hot dogs. We both order two beef hot dogs and a 14 ounce drink each. I eat the first dog before I even realize it, so I take my time with the second one. I hate it when that happens. You begin enjoying something, then it’s gone and you’re like, whoa, what happened, where did it go? 
I wash them down with some grape juice, while Mitchell finishes his last dog. He sips his orange juice as we walk down 6th Avenue. I smile when I see the street sign for Waverly Place and point it out to Mitchell. He just shrugs and stops to look in some storefront windows. 
That’s when I hear it. 
The faint sound of an alarm going off some distance away. Followed shortly by some faint cracks. I know what that sounds like. Uh, oh. Gunfire.
“You hear that?” I ask as I unfasten my backpack and slip it off my shoulders.
“Yeah. Sounds like it’s close.” Mitchell replies as he shrugs out of his backpack. 
“This way.” I say and nod towards a gap between two buildings, which creates a very small alley.
I head quickly into the alley while I unzip my backpack. Once out of sight, I reach in and grab my costume. I hover off the ground and spin rapidly as I change into my purple costume. I change in nanoseconds. Mitchell puts on his costume just as quick, secures his helmet, then slips his backpack on and fastens it. I remove my colored contacts and put them in their protective case, then shove them into my backpack. I grab my pink glittery eye mask and put it on, then secure my backpack in place. I nod to Mitchell. We race out of the alley and rocket towards the gunfire, which is sounding louder now. We’re getting close. 
I see Mitchell stop up ahead. I slow down and stop next to him. This is what I see. Three squad cars are arranged in an arc outside of an old brown building with pillars. The police officers are crouched behind their cars, as someone fires shots at them from the doorway of the old building. I can see the glint of metal in someone’s hand sticking out of the doorway. They’re firing blindly into the street, hitting street lights, trees and some of the cop cars. There’s a loud bang and hiss, as one of the car tires is hit.
“Let’s go.” Mitchell says and hurries over to the police officers.
We crouch down and I tap one of the officers on the shoulder.
“Get back, please…..what the hell?” He says as he looks at us. “Who the hell are you supposed to be?”
“We’re here to help. What’s the situation?” Mitchell asks.
“To be honest, we’re not sure. The alarm was raised and we headed right over. Then the shooting started. We don’t know how many are in there.”
“Do you mind if we take a look?” I ask.
He looks at me like I’ve just escaped from a mental hospital or something. He shakes his head.
I feel the familiar pain in my head and hear the ringing in my ears. The window of the car door explodes near my head, as another gunshot rings out.
“Just stay low and don’t do anything stupid.” He replies and gazes over the hood of his squad car as another gunshot rings out.
“Come on.” I say to Mitchell, then stand up and walk around the police car.
“Are you nuts, you’re gonna get shot!” The police officer shouts after us as we walk calmly across the street towards the building.
The pain in my head warns me of the incoming bullet. I twist and let it pass by. The shooting stops and a man’s face emerges from behind the paneled door.
“Don’t come any closer. Stop, or I’ll drop you.” The man shouts.
I stop and look up at Mitchell.
“Do you want to?” I ask.
“You sure you don’t want to?” He replies in a deep muffled voice. His voice sounds so different coming through the helmet. Powerful. Confident.
“I wouldn’t mind. I just thought that I’d give you the opportunity first.” I say.
“Thanks.” He replies.
“What the hell are you idiots talking about?” The man shouts and points the gun at us.
I hear a rush of wind, then Mitchell materializes next to the man. He pulls the gun from him.
“We were talking about who gets to knock you out.” Mitchell replies, then knocks the man gently on the head with his fist. The man crumples to the ground, then Mitchell blurs as he heads inside. I fly up and through the large doorway. I hover a few feet up within the bank and check the scene. Mitchell has taken out another gunman. I scan the crowd of people for anything shiny or metallic. A woman raises her head and points towards the counter. I follow her arm and fly over the barrier. I land on the black and white tiled floor.
“Come on, hurry up, the fuzz are outside.” A man’s rough voice shouts from around a corner. 
I hover off the ground, and fly towards the corner and take a peek. A large man in a ski mask is pressing a gun to a man’s head at the end of a corridor, while two more men are trying to open the large steel vault.
“Hey, I don’t hear any gunshots.” One of the men says, then turns and looks towards the bank lobby. He sees me.
I quickly fly around the corner, tear the gun from the man’s hand and pull the hostage away.
“Run.” I say.
He scrambles towards the lobby while sobbing.
“What have we got here, boys?” The gunman says.
“I didn’t know the circus was in town.” One of them laughs.
“Now, now, boys.” I say and shake my head. “Didn’t your mothers ever tell you that it’s wrong to steal?” I say and fold my arms as I gaze at them.
“No. Just don’t get caught. Right, boys?” The gunman replies.
The other two men laugh as they pull out there guns.
“I wouldn’t do that if I were you.” I warn them, unfold my arms and hover towards them slowly.
“Hey, is she flying?” One of the men asks.
Pain explodes in my head and I hear the familiar ringing sound. But of course, I already know what’s coming.
“I don’t give a damn. Just shoot her.” The large gunman shouts and steps to the side as his two goons open fire at me.
Being bulletproof is definitely one of the powers that I enjoy, but they still hurt. Okay, so I’m not 100% bulletproof, then. Probably more like 80%, maybe. 
The first impact feels like a bee sting as it hits my left shoulder, but then the next few start to feel more like being punched on my arms and stomach as they hit me. I fly towards them and grab their stupid guns. I scrunch them in my hands and drop them at their feet. They look down before looking at me in shock, then take a step backwards.
“What the hell are you….freak?” The large gunman asks as I grab him by his neck and yank him off his feet.
“No one you wanna mess with.” I sneer through gritted teeth.
Pain is exploding all over my body now from the impacts. I pull him after me as I fly backwards towards the lobby.
“Follow me!” I growl at the other two men through clenched teeth.
The two goons nod and follow after me as I fly towards the bank’s lobby. I see Mitchell jump over the high barrier. He lands heavily near the two men as I lead them back out. One of them staggers backwards and lands on his butt. I see Mitchell pick him up with one hand and carry him. Police officers are now entering with their guns raised, surveying the scene. They stop and look up at me as I fly up and over the barrier, still holding the main guy by his neck.
“Stop punching me, please.” I ask, as he struggles to hit me again with his left arm.
I lower us to the black and white tiled lobby and set him down in front of an officer.
“There you go.” I say, thrusting the man forwards. 
Each bullet hit is radiating pain through me like I’ve never experienced before. I’m struggling for breath. Two officers appear. They handcuff him and drag him away. The officer looks at me and Mitchell, like he doesn’t know what to do. I break the ice first.
“These two were also involved in trying to rob the bank.” I say. Mitchell pushes them forward.
“It was a stupid idea. He made us do it.” One of the men whines, pointing to the large man being hauled away.
The officer signals some others to come over. 
“Get ‘em out of here.” He says and the two men are led outside.
“Who are you?” The stern looking officer asks us.
Well, here goes nothing. I try to take a deep breath, but it’s difficult. My ribs hurt like hell.
“I’m Cosmic Girl.” I blurt out, while trying to hide the pain in my voice.
Mitchell takes a step closer towards me and faces the officer, who takes a step back and looks up at Mitchell, before clearing his throat and stepping forward again.
“And you?” He asks, as he removes a notepad and pencil from his shirt pocket.
“I’m Crash.” Mitchell’s deep muffled voice booms from his motorcycle helmet.
I touch Mitchell’s arm gently.
“Glad we could help.” I say and turn to leave.
“Hey, wait. I need to take your statement.” The officer calls after us.
“Ask them.” I say and point to the group of customers who are watching us with open mouths. “They saw everything.” 
Once outside, there’s a huge crowd gathering in the street. Reporters and news vans have already arrived on the scene. People take our photos as men and women with microphones push through the crowd to get to us. The pain is getting worse. 
I‘m scared that I might black out at any moment. Perfect. My first public appearance and I’m gonna pass out. I smile for the cameras, although it’s probably more like a grimace, then accelerate upwards and leave the excited crowd behind me. I see Mitchell jump a couple of hundred feet over the crowd. He lands in the next street, then becomes a blur as he runs through the streets below. I’m beginning to see white spots in front of my eyes. I make it a few blocks before I descend rapidly. I fall from the sky, crashing into an air duct on the roof of some building. I lie down as the white spots increase and my vision begins to blur. I vaguely hear a loud thump, then Mitchell is here, crouching over me. 
“Help.” I mumble, then the world fades to black.
 



Seventeen
 
 
When I open my eyes next, it’s dark, and I’m no longer outside. Where am I? I feel something soft beneath me. Something creaks nearby. I look down and see that I’m lying on a bed, in a fairly small room. The curtains are closed and the light is off. A small sliver of light shines underneath the door, illuminating a small patch of carpet, which looks red. 
My body is aching, but the pain has stopped. The bed creaks as I try to sit up. The light comes on. Mitchell is here. He crouches down by the bed. He’s wearing his blue jeans and black t-shirt now.
“How are you feeling?” He asks as he checks the wound on my arm.
“I feel like I’ve been hit by a truck.” I moan and rub my tummy. I notice that I’m still wearing my costume. It’s riddled with bullet holes now. 
“Oh, man!” I grumble as I examine my ruined purple catsuit.
I stand up, and find a mirror near his small desk and check the damage.
“I think it’s cool. It makes you look indestructible.” Mitchell says as he stands behind me.
“Only I’m not, am I?” I grumble over my shoulder at him.
“At least they didn’t break your skin.” Mitchell says.
“Hurt like hell, though.” I say and rub my aching ribs. “Did you get shot?” I ask.
He looks down at his feet. “No.” He says after a few seconds.
“I’d better get changed. Your parents might barge in.” I say.
Mitchell points to my Chinese lucky cat backpack, which is lying on the floor near the bed. I walk over and grab my backpack.
“What time is it?” I ask as I open and grab my normal clothes.
“It’s after ten.”
“How long have I been out?”
“About four hours. You looked like you’d been stung by bees. You look much better.”
“Turn around.” I ask.
When he turns, I quickly change back into my clothes. I put my damaged costume in my backpack, then close it and sling it over my shoulders.
“I’d better go.” I say as I turn towards his bedroom door. 
Then it hits me. I’m in Mitchell’s bedroom. I haven’t been here before. I gaze about the room. I’ve seen worse. 
At least it doesn’t smell. The walls are covered with posters of Chicago Bulls players, so much so, that I can’t really see any wallpaper. 
A signed red jersey hangs near his bed with the number 1 emblazoned on it in black. Great, the first time I’m in his bedroom and he has to play nursemaid. 
“I’ll walk you home.” Mitchell says and grabs his brown leather jacket.
 
Once outside, I breathe in the night air and stretch. Mitchell closes the door behind us. I begin to walk slowly down the path toward the sidewalk.
“Well, that was a bit of an adventure?” He says and smiles down at me.
“Keep your adventures. They hurt too much.” I reply and rub my left arm.
“Just got to be more careful, that’s all.” He says.
“You can’t dodge bullets in a hallway.” I fire back.
“Maybe with some practice, you can.”
“Practice? How do you practice being shot at?”
“We could use small stones.”
I think about it and shrug. “Where can we practice?”
He’s quiet for a while as we walk back towards my neighborhood.
“We’ll need somewhere isolated. Far away from here.” He says quietly, as we pass a couple walking in the opposite direction.
“That can be your homework, then.” I suggest and chuckle as he frowns at me.
“Okay. Challenge accepted.” He replies. “I’ll find us somewhere to practice.”
“You do that.” I say as we cross the street.
We walk the three blocks leisurely, then I begin to think about my cover story as I see my house at the top of the street.
 
“Where the hell have you been?” Dad says as soon as I’m through the door.
“I’ve been recuperating at Mitchell’s.” I grumble. 
I slink into the living room and sit down.
“Recuperating? From what?” Dad asks as he enters the living room after me.
“I’ll see you tomorrow, yeah?” Mitchell calls out from the hall.
“Yeah. Thanks for everything Mitch.” I call out.
I hear the door close, while Dad heads towards the hall, then stops and looks back at me.
“What happened?” He asks.
“I got jumped on by a gang.” I lie. Well, technically it was a gang.
“WHAT?”
“I’m okay, Dad. Just a little bruised. Mitch helped me out.”
“Well. That’s good to know. Who did it?”
“I don’t know, Dad. Never saw them before.”
“Have you told the police yet?”
“I’m tired and hungry, Dad.” I moan and give him my puppy-dog-eyes.
“Right. Well, come on. I’ll make you something.”
I follow him into the kitchen and sit at the oak table, as he busies himself. 
He makes me some scrambled eggs on toasted rye, with some maple syrup. I have a glass of milk afterwards, then I stagger up to bed. Dad tucks me in and my eyes are closed in minutes.
 
The next day in school is filled with talk of our exploits. We’re on all of the news channels and in all of the newspapers. Everyone’s talking about us at lunch.
I giggle as I hear other kids talking excitedly about Cosmic Girl. Who she might be and where she comes from. There are lots of theories.
“She’s a babe from Krypton.” One kid says to his friend in front of me, while in the line at the food counter.
“Krypton is fictional, dweeb. This is for real.” His friend replies and shakes his head at his younger friend.
“Okay, then where did she come from? Did you see her eyes? They were glowing.” The younger kid replies.
“Maybe she’s from some other dimension. You know, she came through a black hole or something.”
“Maybe.”
I chuckle as I carry my tray to our table in the corner by the window.
“Hey, guys.” I say as I sat down.
“How are you feeling?” Beth asks.
“Aw, man. Does everyone know?” I grumble.
“Sorry.” Mitchell smiles apologetically at me.
“It’s nothing. I heal pretty quick.” I show them my arm.
There are just a few small red marks now. “See?”
“Did it hurt?” Paul asks.
“Yeah, like being hit with a hammer.” I say and take a bite of my tuna-fish sandwich.
“Ouch.” Paul mutters and nudges Stuart who is sitting next to him. “See, I told you. We need to practice more.”
“Yeah, but where? I can’t exactly blast things in my back yard.” Stuart replies.
“Have you found anywhere yet?” I ask Mitchell.
“Give me a chance.” He laughs and rolls his eyes.
“Found what?” Beth asks. 
Her eyes glaze over for a second, then she nods. 
“Oh, you’re looking for somewhere to practice.” Beth says.
“Hey, ask permission before reading my mind. It’s rude.” Mitchell complains.
“Sorry, can’t help it.” Beth replies sullenly.
“Wherever it is, it has to be away from prying eyes.” Stuart says.
“And far enough away, so that we’re not overheard.” Paul adds.
“It’ll have to be big, so we can practice our speed.” Mitchell says.
“An island would be ideal. You know, like in Jurassic Park.” Paul says. He hums the movie’s tune as he stares out of the large window at the trees outside.
“An island, huh?” Mitchell murmurs to himself, then takes a bite of his turkey sub.
“It’s Thursday, guys. Are we still going to Vegas on Saturday?” Stuart asks.
We all look at each other. They all seem to be waiting for me.
I nod.
“We just need to be more careful. Try not to get shot.” I said.
“Yeah, ‘cause that’s easy when you piss off the mafia.” Paul says, then he finishes his lemonade and belches loudly.
“Eww.” Beth groans next to him.
“We work as a team and we try to be smart about it. No diving in headfirst.” Mitchell says.
I can almost feel his eyes on me when he says the last part. I take another bite of my sandwich. The bell goes and I finish my sandwich and head to my next class.
 
Jessica is beaming when I get home after school. She pulls me into the living room, pointing at the flat screen television.
“You’re famous!” She gushes, as I look at what she’s talking about.
On the television is CNN. A reporter is talking to some people in New York City.
“She’s so cool. Did you see her costume?” One man asks his friend next to him.
It looks like they‘re outside the bank we helped yesterday. His friend is visibly geeking out at it all.
“Yeah, but did you see the bullet holes? She’s bulletproof, dude. Oh man, and her eyes? The way they glowed blue like that. A real life superhero. Friggin awesome!” His friend gushes and there are almost tears in his eyes.
“As you can see, the supposed hoax previously reported is in fact true. We have footage of the costumed heroes as they emerge from the bank yesterday. The police have made a statement regarding the incident. They state that the girl in purple referred to herself as Cosmic Girl. The man in the black and red motorcycle outfit referred to himself as Crash. Police are still interviewing witnesses, so we should have more information as soon as they release any further statements. This is Rosalie Thompson, reporting for CNN, from Manhattan.”
“So, who is Cosmic Girl? And who is this mysterious Crash? If you have seen these individuals, please contact us. We’d love to hear from you.” The anchorwoman says, then I switch the television off.
“People are excited.” Jessica chuckles.
“I can tell.” I murmur and yawn.
“Who’s Crash?” Jessica asks.
“Oh, that’s Mitchell.”
“Really? Wow. He looks…ummm…impressive.”
I look at her sharply. “What’s that supposed to mean?”
“Just saying he looks hot, that’s all.” Jessica says. “How’d you get to New York, anyway?”
“Flew of course.” I say and flop down into one of the chairs. “I need help in repairing my costume.”
“The bullet holes, right.” Then she stops, does a double-take and stares at me. “You’re bulletproof?” She asks with wide eyes.
I shrug. “Sort of. Let’s say, I’m 80% bulletproof.”
Jessica grins and hops up and down in excitement.
“You’re as bad as that guy on the news.” I say and chuckle.
“Come on, Britney. This is friggin cool. My super sister.” Jessica laughs and pats me on the shoulder.
“Ouch.” I wince.
“Oh. You’re hurt?” Jessica asks and lowers the fabric over my right shoulder. “That looks sore.”
I rub my shoulder and smile up at her.
“I’ll live. So, the suit. Can you help?”
“Sure. Where is it?”
I get up and head upstairs. Jessica follows me into my room. I open my closet and show her my purple glittery costume. Jessica bursts out laughing and grabs it off the hanger.
“Britney!” Jessica says and quickly closes my bedroom door. “You need to find a better hiding place.”
“Sorry. I don’t have a Batcave.” I grumble as I sit on my bed.
“I know.” Jessica says. 
She heads over to my old toy chest, which I now put my comic books in. 
“You can hide it in here. Just put some comics on top to hide it. Dad doesn’t look in here.”
“Whatever.” I say. I lie back on the bed and close my eyes. 
 
“Hey, wake up sleepyhead.” A voice calls out.
I open my eyes and blink.
“Huh?” I murmur.
“It’s finished.”
I rub my eyes and sit up. Jessica stands near my closet with my costume. I blink and try to give it my attention. 
“Oh. I hadn’t thought about doing that.” I say as I look at Jessica’s handy work.
She’s sewn small white stars on to the suit to cover the bullet holes, plus a whole lot more.
“I had to add quite a few stars. Otherwise it would’ve looked odd.” Jessica says and hands it to me. “What do you think?”
“I love it. It makes perfect sense, too.”
“That’s what I thought. You’re Cosmic Girl. So why not have stars?”
Some stars are very small, while others are a couple of inches in diameter.
“Thanks, sis.” I say and give her a hug.
“Why are you so tired?” She asks, as I stifle another yawn.



“I don’t know. Maybe it’s the healing process.” I shrug and open my comic book chest and put my costume inside.
I cover it with a few issues of Superman, JLA and Batman, then close the chest. I stretch up with my arms until they crack.
Jessica and I eat dinner quietly while we wait for Dad to come home. The problem with Dad being a fire-fighter, is the hours. He can be out of the house all day sometimes. He eventually came home at 8 p.m. But I’m so tired, I just kiss him goodnight and go straight to bed.
 
It takes a couple of days for my wounds to heal completely and for the fatigue to leave me. Friday night finds me lying on my bed doing some English homework, when my cell phone rings.
“Hi, Beth.” I answer when I see her number.
“Hey, Britney. Just checking with you when to meet tomorrow?”
“We’ll meet after lunch near Jefferson Park, about 1 p.m.”
“How are we all getting to Vegas?”
“Mitchell has that covered.”
“Okay. See you tomorrow.” Beth hangs up.
I turn my attention back to my homework.



Eighteen
 
 
“Just going to the beach, Dad.” I call out as I reach the front door with my Chinese lucky cat backpack slung over my shoulders.
“Okay, Pumpkin. Have fun.” Dad calls from the kitchen.
I close the door and find Jessica waiting at the bottom of the steps.
“Don’t you have work?” I ask as I hop down the steps.
“Day off.” Jessica says and smiles expectantly at me.
“Uh, uh. No way, Jess. You’re not coming.” I say and hold up my hands as I walk past her.
“Oh, come on. I won’t get in the way.”
“I can’t let anyone know who I am Jess. You don’t have a costume and you’re not bulletproof.” I remind her as she follows me.
“No one will know me there.” She pleads.
“I’m sorry Jess, but I can’t allow it. I’ll see you when I get back.” I say and kiss her on the cheek.
Then I take off along the streets like a rocket, leaving Jessica to moan to herself far behind me. I head south and soon cross the river. 
I skid to a stop after a couple of seconds near a grassy park area, and see the others are waiting. They’re already dressed in their costumes. Mitchell and Paul are leaning against an old beaten up station wagon, which might have been yellow at some point in its life, but was now a rusty orange color. I roll my eyes as I notice Paul’s costume. He looks like the Phantom of the Opera, only instead of a white mask he’s wearing a Zorro type black eye mask.
“Nice cape.” I remark, and smirk as I take off my backpack.
“Thanks.” Paul says and nods towards Stuart. “See, capes are cool.”
I hear Stuart chuckle as I grab my costume and get changed in a nanosecond. I remove my contacts last, and then put my pale pink glittery eye mask on.
“Nice costume, Stuart.” I say as I slip my backpack on and secure it in place.
“Thanks.” Stuart replies.
Stuart‘s wearing what looks like a custom-made unitard. It’s an Azure blue from neckline to ankles, with a white lightning bolt down the middle of the chest. He’s wearing white Reeboks with blue detail. On his head he’s wearing large skiing goggles that are also blue, which hides most of his face. He flashes me a grin as I walk past.
I then notice three black youths lying unconscious on the sidewalk.
“What the hell happened?” I ask.
“Oh, these boys?” Mitchell asks in his muffled voice, from inside his black and red motorcycle helmet, and nods down at them. “They were about to shoot each other when we arrived. I’ve no idea why.”
“So we stripped them of their weapons, and made them take a nice nap.” Paul adds.
“Oh, Paul, why the white gloves?” I ask as I try not to laugh.
“Hey, no names. I’m Warlock, remember.” Paul says, and then waves his hands and makes a pose, throwing back his black cape with red lining.
Where did he get that costume, Toys R Us?
“Right. No real names from here on out. Now, you’re Warlock.” I say and point to Paul.
“I’m Volt.” Stuart says and grins.
“Right. I’m I-Spy.” Beth says and places her white-gloved hands on her hips.
She’s in her white catsuit with matching white eye mask.
“Shall we?” Mitchell’s deep muffled voice asks from his helmet as he opens one of the car doors.
“Oh, we’re going in that? I thought it was just abandoned.” Beth asks.
“Climb in, and I’ll carry you all.” I say, and wait for them to climb in and close the doors.
“Eww, this stinks. Did something die in here?” I hear Beth moan from inside.
I chuckle as I step behind the station wagon and crouch down.
“Hold on to something.” I call out.
“Hey, that doesn’t mean me.” I hear Beth protest and slap someone.
“Sorry. Geez.” I hear Paul moan.
I grab the rear fender and lift gently. It groans and creaks, but the car remains intact. I push up, and then scurry forward until I’m in the middle. I notice two iron rings, which look like they are recent additions. Probably Mitchell’s handiwork. I grab one with each hand and stand up, holding the station wagon above my head. I kick off, and rise slowly into the afternoon sky.
Beth, I’m going to need directions, okay?
‘No problem. Turn right and fly towards the freeway.’
I turn right and fly forwards. I’m still climbing when I hear some music coming from above. They must have switched on the radio.
Hey, Beth, turn it up.
Soon, there’s soft rock music blaring out, and I smile as I head into the clouds and fly south. I raise my legs and arrange myself horizontally as I hold the car above me. I try and nod my head to the music, but bang my head on the car above me. Instead, I just sing quietly as I fly us south.
After a few minutes I hear Beth again.
‘Okay, Britney. Make a turn to your right.’
About ten songs later, I hear Beth again.
‘Make a left, please.’
Hey, where are we?
‘Oh, we’re near the Grand Canyon.’
Really? Cool. I want to take a look.
I slow down and start to descend. The brown terrain far below starts to take shape as I fly lower. After we’ve descended a few thousand feet, I can begin to make out a small thin ribbon of blue, so I follow it as I get closer. We were now only a few thousand feet up, and I can see the canyon below start to open up. The sun is directly overhead now, and I can just make out the shadow of the car far below like an ant, as I fly westwards and follow the canyon. I pitch forward and fly lower, and soon pass the canyon wall on my left, as we descend into the canyon itself. The floor of the canyon is like an old cowboy movie, sparse rocks here and there, and small tough wiry bushes dotted about. The dirt looks more red than brown, and from a distance it reminds me of a margarita pizza, with the red soil, which reminds me of tomatoes, and the yellow and brown dirt with small green bushes, which look like herbs on top of the cheese. 
Mmm, pizza. I had had a good lunch before I left, but I had worked up an appetite again. Hmm, maybe we should eat first? I fly higher and clear the canyon, and shock some tourists as I head west.
How much further is it?
‘Not far. You see that freeway down there on our left. Just follow that.’
Okay. 
I climb higher until the road is a thin line below us, and follow it. The terrain doesn’t change much on the way to Vegas, and we’re so high up that I don’t even know that we’re over Las Vegas, until I hear a squeaky window being lowered, and Paul’s voice call out.
“We’re here. Find somewhere to land.”
Las Vegas. We’re here.
I find a small airfield near The Strip, and land near a hangar. I lower the front of the car and then step backwards, feeding the car through my hands until I can lower the rear of the car. The doors open, and everyone climbs out.
“Hey. You can’t park that there!” A man’s voice calls out from somewhere.
“Let’s boogie.” Paul says, and then vanishes in a blur.
Everyone follows, and so I take off and fly after them as they race towards The Strip. They skid to a stop on the sidewalk near a casino, and so I swoop down and land next to them. We all jump as a rollercoaster roars by above us. The name on the casino is The Venetian.
“Is this the place?” Paul asks.
“No. It’s The Bellagio we want.” I reply and walk along the sidewalk.
I notice a huge M with lots of lights on it.
“Hey, who’s hungry?” I ask.
“You’re serious? Go in there dressed like this?” Paul asks.
“You better get used to people looking at you.” Beth says and nods to some people, who are already milling around and taking photos.
“Hey, Mom. Mom! That’s Cosmic Girl!” A young boy shouts excitedly as he tugs on his mom’s skirt.
“Cosmic Girl?” A man in khaki shorts and a white vest says, and then I hear the click of a dozen cameras.
I turn around and wave. 
“Hi.” I say, and then rise up from the ground and fly slowly over the sidewalk, as the others walk quickly beneath me.
I fly over the seven lanes of traffic and land outside the McDonalds as the others skid to a stop next to me. I take a deep breath. Here goes.
“I’ll wait outside guys.” Mitchell’s deep muffled voice says beside me.
I look at him, and he taps his helmet.
“Oh, right. Can I get you anything?” I ask.
“Quarter pounder with cheese.” Mitchell replies, and steps to the side as we head towards the door.
I walk up and open the door, and the smell of burgers and fries hits me like a warm hug. 
I hear gasps, and more than a few chuckles as we head to the counter. There’s a line of people, so we wait our turn, while people take photos and point at us.
“Dude, what are you supposed to be?” I hear a guy ask behind me.
“I’m Warlock.” I hear Paul answer confidently.
“What’s a warlock? Oh, I thought you were supposed to be Zorro. Dude, where’s your hat?”
I hear Stuart smirk as Paul protests. 
When I get to the counter, the girl doesn’t even miss a beat.
“What can I get you, sweetie?”
“Two quarter pounders, no cheese, and a quarter pounder with cheese, and a large regular Coke.” I ask.
I pay, and take my tray and find a bench seat near the window. I tuck into my first burger, while the others order and sit down.
“Man, did you hear that guy? The bloody cheek.” Paul grumbles, and then bites into his Big Mac. 
“I told you the cape was too much.” Stuart says, and takes a sip of his pop. 
“It is hard to take you seriously, wearing that.” Beth says, and then takes a bite out of what looks like a chicken burger.
Paul almost chokes on his pop.
“How can you say that, when he’s sitting there in a unitard?” Paul replies and gestures to Stuart with his burger.
“Yeah, but he looks cool.” Beth replies, and I can see Stuart grin as he listens. “While you look like you’re off to the opera, or something.” Beth adds.
A chuckle escapes from me as I try to chew, and I end up spraying tomato ketchup on to the table.
“Oh, great. Now you.” Paul grumbles as he looks at me.
“Sorry, Warlock. I did warn you about capes, though.” I say and take a sip of my Coke, before I start laughing again.
“I like capes.” Paul grumbles and takes another bite from his burger.
I start on my second quarter pounder, when I notice a crowd gathering outside. I see people taking photos of Mitchell as he stands outside and waits for us. He turns our way, and shrugs his shoulders.
“Come on guys.” I say and quickly finish my burger and take another sip from my Coke.
“Has Mitchell ever seen you eat like that before?” Paul asks as he gets up.
“Like what?” I ask.
Paul shrugs. “Nothing.”
I put my trash in the bin on the way out, and carry Mitchell’s quarter pounder with cheese and the drink outside. The noise from the excited crowd is pretty loud when I get to Mitchell. I look around for a quieter spot.
“Meet you up there, okay?” I shout at Mitchell, and point to the roof of The Mirage casino, which is on the opposite side.
He nods, then takes a step back and then leaps into the air. Watching him leap a few hundred feet in the air gives me a thrill. The spectators gasp, and people take photos. I rise slowly up into the air and follow him. I see him descend rapidly and land on his feet, and crouch. He stands up and turns as I glide down to him. He sits down and removes his helmet. He’s grinning from ear to ear.
“That was great. Wow, can you jump?” I say and hand him his burger.
“Landing’s a bit hard though.” He says and takes a bite out of his burger.
I sit down next to him and cross my legs, and take a sip from my Coke before offering it to Mitchell.
“You just need more practice.” I say and chuckle as he rolls his eyes.
‘Where are you guys?’ Beth’s husky voice asks inside my head.
On top of The Mirage. We’ll be down in a minute. 
I take another sip when Mitchell passes me the Coke again. He finishes his burger, and then stands up.
“Shall we?” Mitchell asks, and then puts his helmet back on, and straps it in place.
I wrap my arms around him from behind and kick off from the roof. We fly over the main thoroughfare, and I stop and hover as I look down. Now, where are they?
Ah, there they are. I see them outside Caesar’s Palace, and they seem to be arguing.
I swoop down and set Mitchell down, and walk over.
“It wouldn’t be cheating.” Paul is saying.
“Of course it’s cheating.” Beth replies.
“Just a few hundred dollars. That’s all I’m asking.”
“Shut up. I’m not doing it.” Beth replies.
“Okay, guys. Remember why we’re here?” I ask.
“Umm, why are we here?” Stuart asks innocently.
“We’re looking for Tony Bardino. Dino Costello said that we can find him at The Bellagio.” I reply.
“So what does he look like?” Paul asks.
I shrug. “I don’t know. Come on, let’s go. We’re drawing a crowd.”
“I wonder why that is.” Paul mutters as he follows me along the sidewalk.
We pass a few fancy sports cars on the way to The Bellagio, and I can almost hear Paul drooling behind me. Stuart came alongside me.
“What do we know about this Tony Bardino?” Stuart asks quietly.
“Only that he knows some nasty people, and paid Dino Costello to arrange the kidnapping.” I reply.
“He could be anyone.” Stuart says as he looks around at the people who pass us.
“I-Spy can help hunt him down.” I say, and cross my fingers.
“Did I hear my name mentioned?” Beth asks from behind us.
“We were just wondering if you could help find this Tony Bardino.” Stuart replies as Beth catches up with us.
Beth takes out her cell phone from the inside of her left boot, and starts tapping away.
“What are you doing?” I ask.
“Googling him.” Beth answers as she types. “Ah, there you go. He was arrested in 1995, for conspiracy to kidnap a governor’s daughter. He did 10 years. Here’s a picture of him when he was released.” Beth shows me her cell phone.
The photo is of a middle-aged man in a smart blue suit coming down some steps with a thin taller man in a charcoal grey suit. The thin man is carrying a briefcase, so he was probably his lawyer. The middle-aged man in the blue suit has a small amount of black hair on his head, mostly around his ears. He looks happy, and has a big smile on his round face. So, that’s Tony Bardino, huh? I pass the phone to Stuart.
“Hmm, he looks quite proud of himself, doesn’t he?” Stuart says, and passes the phone to Paul as he catches up.
“So, we’re looking for an old fart in a blue suit?” Paul asks.
“The Bellagio is not far.” Stuart says and points. “It’s just up there.”
There are so many people on the sidewalk, it’s difficult to see very far. So, I’ll take Stuart’s word for it. 
There’s so much noise, from the crowds as they talk excitedly and point at us, noise from loud music being played on external speakers somewhere nearby, and some strange booming, which also sounds close by. 
Mitchell passes me, and begins walking quickly in front. People back away and make room for him, as he strides along the sidewalk in front of me. We follow in his wake, and quickly find ourselves near some trees. We stop and look up at the famous dancing fountains outside The Bellagio. The fountains are weaving to and fro to Dean Martin’s, Ain’t That a Kick in the Head?
We make our way to the entrance and head inside. Wow, the lobby is amazing. The floor is marble, a soft creamy beige color, and the tiles have some intricate vine type designs on them. It’s very pretty. There’s a seating area in the center of a large ornate rug close by. The ceiling is vaulted, and is stunning to look at. In one location there are flowers protruding from the ceiling. They’re obviously fake, but they’re still very beautiful. The place smells of money.
“Are you sure you won’t change your mind?” I hear Paul say behind me.
“We’re too young anyway.” Beth says.
“Cool. So you would have gone for it?” Paul asks.
I turn and see Beth smile mischievously, and then walk past me to look up at the multi-colored glass flowers. Two men walk over, wearing black pants and burgundy jackets. Both have one hand by their belt.
“Excuse me, sir. But no helmets are allowed. Take it off, or you’ll have to leave.” The older man says politely, but firmly.
Mitchell looks at me and shrugs his shoulders. 
“I’ll wait outside.” Mitchell says sadly in his deep muffled voice, then turns and walks outside.
I stare after him for a while. I really want him with me. I feel disappointed as I turn around and start to walk. But the guards block my path.
“Why the costumes?” The younger guard asks and steps forward.
“Take off the masks.” The older man orders.
I rise up off the marble a few feet, so that I’m looking them in the eye. They take a step back, but I raise my hand.
“Look, guys. I’m not looking to start trouble, okay.”
“Why are you here?” The older guy asks.
“I’m looking for an old friend. Perhaps you know him?”
“Who is he?” The older guy asks.
“Tony Bardino.” I reply and smile.
“You’re no friend of his.” The young guard retorts with a sneer.
“Ah, so you do know him. Great. Take me to him, please. We have business to discuss.” I say and hover closer to them, and pick up the young security guard by his jacket.
“What are you waiting for? Shoot her, man.” The guard mumbles, as he dangles in my hands.
“Umm, I can’t right now.” His companion replies.
We both look in his direction, and he is now upside down, and dangling a few inches from the lovely ceiling.
“Having trouble?” Paul asks as he saunters over with his white gloved hands in the air.
“You should lose the gloves, seriously.” Beth says as she joins us and looks up at the old security guard, as his face turns purple.
 “And the cape.” I add and giggle.
“Yeah, yeah, whatever.” Paul grumbles.
“So, are we going to hang around here, or what?” Stuart asks as he walks by.
“Show us the way like a good little boy, will you.” I ask and carry my prisoner through the lobby, as I fly slowly past astonished tourists and Bellagio staff.
‘You do realize that this is not going to make us popular.’ Beth says inside my head.
I never was very popular. I fly through the cavern-like lobby, and through to the casino part. The security guard points to the left.
“There’s a private door that leads to the office area.” He mumbles.
I carry him through the casino as more security guards start to arrive. The security guard uses a keycard to open the door, and I fly us both through. Beth and Stuart follow us, but I hear Beth complain behind me. I turn, and see Beth standing with her hands on her hips.
“Come on, stupid.” Beth says.
“I need to hold them off. Just go on. I’ll be cool.” Paul says as he stands with his back to the open door, and faces the crowd of security guards who are running towards us.
Paul raises his white gloved hands, and the guards slam into an invisible barrier and bounce back, stumbling.
Paul looks over his shoulder at us. “Go. I’ve got this.”
“I hope you can stop bullets.” Beth says, as a security guard pulls a gun from his side holster.
“Uh, oh.” Paul mutters, and then the door slams shut.
“Come on, we need to find this old guy.” Beth says and strides by underneath me
“Where is he?” I ask and shake the guard.
“Upstairs. Top floor office.” The guard says.
I fly along the plain cream hallway until I come to a door, which leads to the stairs. I push it open and fly through. It’s a nice large square stairwell, so I fly over to the center and look up.
“Meet you at the top, guys.” I say, and fly straight up.
“Aaagh.” The guard moans, and clings on to me for dear life as I ascend quickly, passing floor after floor in seconds.
I reach the top, and look down a long barren hallway, just as plain and boring as the one downstairs. The only thing that stands out is that there is only one door. A large walnut paneled door, which is stained a deep golden color, and stands proudly at the end of the hallway.
“You can let me go now, right?” The guard asks.
“Wait on the stairs. If you so much as move or call for help, I won’t be happy.” I say and drop him to the grey-carpeted floor.
He stumbles backwards, and moves quickly down the stairs and then sits down. I hear a rush of wind, and then Beth and Stuart appear. The guard flinches and looks up at us.
“Who the hell are you people?” The guard asks nervously.
“This may be hard to believe, but we’re actually the good guys.” Stuart says and smiles apologetically at the man.
I fly down the hallway as Beth and Stuart walk quickly behind me. I reach the door, and press my ear to the wood. I hear something metallic click. 
As I bring my right arm up to knock on the door, I feel the pain in my head, and hear the ringing in my ears.
“Careful, guys.” I say, and then knock.
“Who is it?” A young man’s voice calls out from inside.
“Special delivery.” I answer, and bring my right arm back and punch the door.
The hinges snap like twigs, and the door flies into the room and crashes against a large desk. I hear the crack of a gunshot to my right, and quickly focus all of my attention in that direction. I can’t see the bullet at first, and then I look down and see its shadow on the carpet, thrown by the bright overhead lights. This all happens in a nanosecond. 
I sidestep the bullet, and then swat it out of the air, and then I go for the shooter. He’s maybe thirty years old, and is wearing a tight fitting grey suit. The black gun he holds is soon in my hands, and I shatter it before his astonished eyes. I hear a groan from across the room behind me, and then I hear a loud crackle of electricity, and then another groan behind me.
“What the hell are you?” The young gunman in the grey suit asks, as he falls over backwards, and lands on his butt.
“Not what. Who.” I correct him. “I’m Cosmic Girl. And I’m looking for Tony Bardino.”
“That’s me, kid.” I hear an old man say behind me.
I turn, and an old man in sweats and a blue jumper gets up from the plush gold carpet near Beth. 
She stands behind him in her white catsuit and matching eye mask, watching him carefully. He stands up and hobbles over to the desk and sits down.
“But I don’t know you. Why you looking for me, kid?” Tony Bardino asks, as he takes a deep breath and rubs his left shoulder.
“A few months ago, there was a terrorist attack in Washington D.C.” I begin.
“And?” He asks.
“Victims were put into trucks and then driven here.” 
“And?”
“And rumor has it, that you were the one who financed this whole thing.” I say angrily, infuriated at his indifference.
“You shouldn’t believe every rumor you hear, kid. Why would I do something like that?”
“I’m not a criminal, so I don’t know.” I reply.
“Ah. I see. You think I’m the bad guy, right?”
I nod and shove the young man back down as he tries to get up, and I give him a warning look.
“You certainly seem to have a past history with kidnapping.” I reply.
“Sorry to disappoint you, kid. But I’m legit now. I wouldn’t do anything as stupid as what you’re describing.” He sighs and looks around him. 
“There’s no need. We make about a hundred large most days from our casinos.” He says, and then looks briefly at the young gunman. “This sounds like the kind of thing someone young and stupid would do.” He adds, and looks back at me.
I catch the look, and check the young gunman as he looks furtively about him. He’s sweating, and he looks nervous. I reach down and pluck him from the gold carpet, and raise him into the air.
“You look young and stupid.” I say. “Do you have anything that you want to get off your chest?”
He claws at my hands to no avail, and keeps looking at the door.
“Well, Ricky? Do you know anything about what this kid is talking about?” Tony Bardino asks, and stands up from his chair.
“Maybe.” The young gunman mumbles.
I set him down on the edge of the desk, and make him sit.
“Talk.” I demand.
“Go ahead, Ricky.” Tony Bardino asks. “I want to hear it.”
“I’m sorry, boss..” Ricky starts to speak, but is silenced with a hard slap to the face from Tony Bardino.
“I must say, Ricky. I’m very disappointed with you.”
Ricky rubs his face, and lowers his head.
“Oh, meet Ricky Morano.” Tony says and gestures to the young gunman.
“There was so much money.” Ricky begins. “So much. I’d never seen that much dough before. I couldn’t resist.”
“Who offered you the money?” Tony Bardino asks.
“I’d only met him twice before. He used to play here. I met him at one of the blackjack tables. He was throwing money around like it was candy. He lost a couple of grand in minutes, but just laughed it off.” He shook his head.
“We got talking, and I asked him what he did. He said he worked for some big shot, a real player. He mentioned that if I was interested in some work, I should call this guy.”
“Who?” I ask.
“He didn’t give a name. He was real mysterious about it. He just gave me a blank card and scribbled a number on it, and gave it to me.”
“You still have it?” Tony Bardino asks.
Ricky reaches into his suit jacket, and pulls out a piece of white card. I snatch it from him and read the number aloud.
“I don’t recognize the area code.” I say.
“It’s a non-geographic number.” Stuart says and walks over. “It means this number doesn’t help. He could be anywhere.”
“Damn it.” I mumble, and see the phone on his desk. “May I?” I ask, and motion to the phone.
“Be my guest.” Tony Bardino replies.
I pick up the receiver and dial the number. The tone goes dead as soon as I dial the last digit. I hang up.
“It’s dead.” I say. 
“You did speak to him, right?” I ask Ricky Morano.
He nods. “Yeah.”
“What did he sound like?” I ask.
“I don’t know. In his forties, maybe. Definitely a west coast accent. Oh, yeah. He kept calling me darling. Which I thought was creepy.”
“Is there a way to trace the number, to see who it was with?” I ask Stuart.
He shrugs. “It’s possible.”
“The gambler. The man who gave you the card. Who is he? Did he tell you his name?” I ask Ricky.
“No. He never gave his name.” Ricky replies.
“Damn it.” I moan. Another dead end.
“But I got one of my girls to find out.” Ricky says, and smiles for the first time. “She dug through his wallet while he was in the shower. Told me his driver’s license had Paul Thomas Richardson on it.”
“What?” Stuart asks and sounds shocked.
“What? You know him, kid?” Tony Bardino asks.
“I’ve heard the name before. He’s a movie producer.” Stuart replies.
“He makes movies?” Beth asks.
“Not exactly. He bankrolls movies, and helps get them made.” Stuart replies.
I turn my attention back to Ricky Morano.
“Who planted the bomb?” I ask.
“A bomb?” Tony Bardino asks.
I nod. “Talk.” I say and prod Ricky.
“I don’t know nothing about no bomb.” Ricky replies.
“Hmm, I think your friend is getting impatient.” Tony Bardino says, and points to a monitor screen on his desk. 
I fly around the desk, and see Paul looking up at the security camera. He still has his white gloved hands held out in front of him, but he is shrugging his shoulders and his mouth is opening and closing quickly. Unfortunately, there’s no sound. I expect he’s being colorful as usual, though.
“Let’s go.” I say and turn to leave. “Sorry for the intrusion, but I thought you were the one we were looking for.” I say.
“I almost feel sorry for the man you are looking for.” Tony Bardino says in parting.
We head back downstairs, and as we near the door to the casino, I can hear Paul’s tirade. I open the door and pat him on the shoulder.
“What the hell were you doing, having dinner with him?” Paul says as he lowers his hands.
“Let’s go.” I say, and race through the casino in a blur.
“Hey, hang on. Did you see the bullet casings?” Paul shouts as he races after us.
“Aww, come on. You didn’t see?” Paul shouts as we head outside.
I see Mitchell leaning against the metal railing outside the dancing fountains.
“We need to leave.” I urge and grab his arm as a swarm of security guards emerge from The Bellagio.
“Oh, right.” Mitchell says and becomes a blur as we all race back towards the airfield.
“Did you find what you were looking for?” He shouts next me, as we run along the sidewalk.
“Not quite.” I shout back, as I dodge a family pushing a pram. 
“But we have another lead.”
 



Nineteen
 
 
The next week in school is kind of a blur. 
I don’t even realize that I’ve totally switched off, until Mr Barnes catches me blanking him in English.
“Hello. Earth calling Britney?” Mr Barnes says, and waves his smooth pink hand in front of my face.
Mitchell nudges me with his elbow.
“What? Sorry?” I mumble as I realize where I am. Uh oh. I don’t like the look on Mr Barnes’ face.
“The rest of us were discussing the relationship between Heathcliff and Catherine. You know, Wuthering Heights. Perhaps you would like to join us?”
“Uh, right.” I mumble. Wuthering what? Heath who?



He pushes my closed book towards me.



“Perhaps you would like to stand up, and read Chapter Twenty One?”
“Oh, that’s okay. I’ll sit if that’s alright.” I say quickly.
He grabs my chair. “I insist.” He pulls my seat away as I stand up.
Oh, great. 
I bluster my way through the chapter, and am about to sit down, feeling quite relieved that the ordeal is over with. 
When...
“Not yet. Now that you’ve read it, and know where we are now. Perhaps you would care to enlighten us with your own thoughts on their relationship?”
Hmm, it doesn’t sound like a question. I take a deep breath, and rattle off what I think about the two characters. Other kids are snickering, as I stammer and turn red.
 
“I can’t believe he did that to me!” I complain to Mitchell as I wait in line at the school canteen.
“What were you doing? It’s English, you’re supposed to be studying, remember?” Mitchell says, as we look at what’s on offer today.
“I know that.” I reply testily, as I pick up a plate with what looks like chicken and pasta on it in a big clump.
“I’ve got a lot on my mind, that’s all.” I say as I raise it to sniff the grey gloop. Hmm, not today. I put it back and grab a turkey sub instead.
“You don’t have to take everything on your shoulders. We’re here to help, remember?” Mitchell says, and gives me a don’t be silly look, and picks up the meatballs and spaghetti.
I can’t explain how I feel to them. They don’t get it. They didn’t see Miss Wheeler get shot, or see Zack get blown to pieces. 
This was personal. I had to get justice for my friends. I had to. No matter what it takes. I will scour the Earth looking for the man responsible. I just smile, and grab a can of Cherry Coke, and put it on my tray. The others are already waiting as we head over and set our trays down.
“Hey, guys.” I say.
“So. Did you guys check the latest YouTube video, yet?” Paul asks and grins.
Before we can respond, he has his cell phone out, and is showing Stuart and Beth.
“So that’s what you were blabbing about.” Beth says and rolls her eyes.
“That’s actually pretty cool, Paul.” Stuart says, and pats Paul on the shoulder.
Paul hands his cell to me, and beams with pride.
“Yes, I finally showcase my skills.” Paul mutters under his breath as I replay the video.
It shows the crowd of security guards running into an invisible barrier, and then the shooting starts. People are screaming and ducking for cover behind tables and slot machines. 
But the person filming the incident on their cell phone creeps out from behind a pillar, and continues filming. The bullets also hit the invisible barrier, and then bounce off and fall to the floor. I see Paul in his magician’s costume standing in front of the closed door, with his white gloved hands held up. He’s grinning.
“You’re grinning like an idiot.” Mitchell notes, and Beth smirks.
“Come on. You got to admit, that’s pretty cool.” Paul says.
“Yes, Paul, it’s very cool. Well done for not getting shot.” I say.
“Damn straight.” Paul replies, and tucks into his cheeseburger.
“Any ideas on why a movie producer would be involved in any of this?” Beth asks as she takes a sip of her lemonade.
“Not yet. And who’s the big shot he works for?” Mitchell says.
“The producer works for Devil May Care Productions. There’s plenty of people he could know.” Stuart states.
“We have any other leads?” Paul asks.
“All we got is a dead phone number.” I reply, and take another bite of my turkey sub.
“Maybe we can talk to this big shot movie producer.” Mitchell says.
“You’re not likely to get hold of him, mate.” Paul replies. “I bet even his assistants have assistants.”
We all stop and look at Beth.
“What?” Beth asks as she see us all staring in her direction.
“Fancy doing some snooping, gorgeous?” Paul asks and winks at her.
“Never going to happen, stupid.” Beth says to Paul, and then turns to me. “What do you want me to do?”
“Look into Devil May Care Productions. We need to know where this Paul Thomas Richardson lives. Okay?” I ask.
She nods and elbows Paul in the ribs playfully. Paul sniggers as he finishes the rest of his fries.
“Okay. But Paul’s going to help me on this one.” Beth says.
Paul grins and raises his eyebrows. “Get in there.” Paul says.
Beth rolls her eyes. “Don’t make me regret this, okay?” She asks Paul.
Paul salutes her stiffly. “Yes, sir, no, sir.”
“Good luck.” I say and chuckle as the bell goes.
“They’re going to kill each other.” Mitchell says as we head to our next class.
I can’t help notice Stuart smile at that comment.
 
After school, I walk home in a daze, thinking about our mysterious assailant, and where this hunt will take us. When I look up to open the metal gate outside of our townhouse, it’s not there. 
I find myself in the cemetery in front of my mom’s gravestone instead. How did I get here? I thought I was walking home. I look down and see a fresh red rose lying on the grass in front of the gravestone. What’s the date? I check my cell phone, and let out a gasp. It’s February 20th.
My birthday, and the anniversary of the accident. 
“Oh, Mom. I’m sorry. I almost forgot.” I say weakly and reach down and touch the grave.
“Wow. I’m seventeen now.” I say and let that sink in. “It’s been eleven years.” I say and sigh. “Man, has it really been that long?” I look at her grave and let out a moan. Why couldn’t I get powers that bring people back from the dead?
“I’d better get back, Mom. I’ll see you soon.” I say, turn and leave.
 
“Hello, birthday girl.” Dad says as I enter and hang my coat up.
“Yay. Birthday.” I try and mimic someone who’s psyched, but I don’t think I’m very convincing. 
“We have to celebrate your birthday, Pumpkin.” Dad says, and quickly thrusts a package wrapped in purple and red striped wrapping paper at me.
“Thanks, Dad.” I grumble and walk into the kitchen.
“You’re not going to open it?” Dad asks. 
He’s trying to hide it, but I can hear the hurt in his voice.
I try and throw off my funk and have fun, and even manage a smile. It’s only when I’m in my bedroom that I let the tears come, as they do every year. The same thoughts rear their ugly heads, and I again try and convince myself that it wasn’t my fault. It was an accident. I hear the blast of the car horn, and the sound of grinding metal. My mom screams, and I black out as glass rains down on me. The same memory, the same pain, the same unanswered questions. What if? 
What if I hadn’t asked to go to that store, and we had gone somewhere else? What if we had hit a few more stoplights? What if traffic was a little heavier that day? But all I have every time is the same answer. It was an accident. 
Man, she’s been gone eleven years today. With everything that’s been going on, I completely forgot. Since that awful day, I had sworn off celebrating my birthday, so my friends already know not to bring it up. It had slipped my mind.
I get ready for bed, and grunt at my copy of Wuthering Heights as I take it from my backpack. I unwrap Dad’s gift, and place the small CD player on the dresser. Apparently, the house is too quiet these days, and I should play some music. I’m too quiet, he says. I should be a kid and have some fun. I wish.
I kiss the photo of my mom goodnight, and climb into bed.



Twenty
 
 
A week later, and a very excited Paul calls me on my cell phone.
“We have an address. Boom baby!”
“Really?” I ask.
“Of course. Piece of cake. See you tomorrow at lunch.” Paul says and hangs up.
An address? Great news. My cell phone goes off again as I try and get back to my Spanish homework.
“Oh, hi.” I answer when I see Mitchell’s number.
“I’m not interrupting anything, am I?” He asks.
“No.”
“Great. I’ve got some good news.”
“What is it?” I ask.
“I’ve found a place where we can practice.”
“Oh.” I had forgotten about that. “Where is it?”
“I’ll show you all tomorrow. Just wanted to tell you first.”
“Thanks.” I say, and then he hesitates for a second.
“Well, I’ll see you tomorrow, then.” He finally says, and hangs up.
I shrug, and carry on with my homework.
“Hi, guys.” I greet the others when I sit down at lunchtime.
“Hello, lovers.” Paul says mockingly.
“Excuse me?” I ask, suddenly angry.
“You two went to New York. Alone.” Paul says and wags his blond eyebrows.
“You’re just jealous ‘cause you’re pathetic.” Beth replies, and smiles at him.
“Ouch.” Paul says and winces. “Who pissed on your cornflakes?”
“Behave yourself, or no hanky panky.” Beth replies.
“Right you are.” Paul replies and winks at Mitchell.
Mitchell gives Paul a look, and Paul just shakes his head. Then nods, and then shrugs. Mitchell smirks, and then Stuart looks up from his cell phone.
“I think it’s great, you guys.” Stuart says and smiles.
“You like it?” Mitchell asks.
What’s going on? Am I the only one who is protesting that Mitchell and I are not lovers?
“It’s perfect. Isolated. Quiet.” Stuart replies.
“Okay. What are we talking about now?” I ask in frustration.
“The island.” Stuart says, and Mitchell grins at me.
Ooh, an island?
“We’ll need to go there and check it out, of course. But it looks promising.” Mitchell says. “Show them.” Mitchell asks Stuart.
Stuart passes his cell phone to Beth and Paul, then they pass it to me. There’s a very large expanse of water with various islands.
“Where is this?” I ask.
“Canada.” Mitchell replies. “One of the great lakes.” He adds as I gaze at the various small islands. “That one there.” Mitchell whispers in my ear, which gives me goose bumps, and points to a small dot on the screen.
“It looks very small.” I say.
“It’ll be big enough.” Mitchell says.
“So, when do we check it out?” Paul asks.
“How’s Saturday?” Mitchell asks.
“Oh, can’t. My mom wants to take me shopping.” Beth says. “Can we do this on Sunday?”
I nod, and Mitchell nods in agreement.
“Okay, Sunday. Meet on Lakeshore Drive, near the miniature golf course, at 1 p.m. Okay?” Mitchell says, and everyone nods.
“Bring food.” Beth suggests, and looks at me when she says it.
I raise an eyebrow in question, but the bell goes. Beth slips me a piece of folded paper quickly as she passes me. I open it and check it. It’s an address in New York. I fold the paper and shove it in my jean pocket, and head to my next class. 
It’s P.E. Volleyball practice, to be more precise. 
I close my eyes and take a deep breath. Focus, Britney. Be in the moment. No distractions. Try not to kill anyone, okay? Okay. I enter the gymnasium like a terrified seventh grader. I try to score and help our team win, but there are so many near misses and collisions, that I’m a nervous wreck by the end of it. I can’t wait for it to be over.
Yay, no fatalities. Just one bruised shoulder, but she was on the other team, so I think that’s okay.
 
Sunday couldn’t come soon enough. I’m itching to see the island.
“See you later.” I say to Dad and Jessica as I head for the door.
“Where are you going?” Dad asks suspiciously.
“Heading over to Beth’s.” I lie.
“Wear a coat, Pumpkin. It’s freezing outside.” Dad says as I open the door.
Everything outside is coated in a thin layer of snow, and snow is still falling from the dull sky. I don’t feel the cold though. Oh, well. For the sake of appearances.
“Okay.” I say and hurry to the basement door.
I slip into my purple parka, and then put my backpack on over the top. I close the basement door and head back to the front door.
“Bye.” I call out as I leave.
I hop down the snowy steps, and head east along the paved sidewalk at a quick pace. Before I realize I’m even doing it, I’m racing like a devil towards the lake. I reach Lakeshore Drive in a few seconds and then head north. I skid to a stop near the miniature golf course, and check my cell phone. It’s 12:48 p.m. I pace back and forth as I wait. I’m looking forward to seeing Mitchell again, and kissing him, and touching him, and….Whoa. What the hell happened just then? We’re just friends. Right. I shake the images from my mind.
“Hey.” A voice calls out.
I turn, and see Paul walking along the footpath towards me. He’s wearing a green and white striped jogging suit with the hood up. I smile as he gets nearer.
“Hey, Paul.” I say.
“Where’s loverboy?” Paul asks, and chuckles when I blush.
“He’ll be along soon.” I say. 
“So, you and Mitch, huh?”
“No. It’s not like that.” I protest.
“Yeah, right.”
“So, you and Beth, huh?” I fire back, to change the subject.
He grins and shrugs. “What can I say? She has great taste.”
“That’s debatable.” A calm voice says behind me.
I turn and see Stuart walking nearer. He’s wearing a deep blue thick padded jacket with a hood, and warm looking brown corduroys.
“Hey, Stu.” I say as he smiles at me.
“Hey, Bro.” Paul says and they bump fists.
‘Boys?’ Beth’s sultry voice says in my head, and I look around for her.
I see her silhouette approaching through the snow flurries. She emerges through the snow, wearing a white leather jacket and black jeans. She holds a large umbrella over herself as she saunters over. I see her give Paul a cheeky look before smiling at me.
“Hey, girl.” Beth greets me, and gives me a one armed hug.
I motion towards Paul and raise an eyebrow questioningly.
‘Nothing serious.’ Beth says in my head, and smiles mischievously.
“You’re so naughty.” I say, and laugh as she giggles.
We don’t even notice when Mitchell arrives. He just materializes next to me, looking dashing in his brown leather jacket, black t-shirt and stone washed jeans. He’s cradling a large metal tool chest in his arms.
“Hi.” He says and flashes me a crooked smile.
“Come on, already. Are we going or what?” Paul asks.
Mitchell looks at us with a twinkle in his eyes.
“Follow me. If you can.” Mitchell says and smiles wryly.
“Ooh, that sounds like a challenge, doesn’t it, Stu?” Paul says.
“It certainly does.” Stuart says.
“Boys?” Beth mutters and rolls her eyes.
“Let’s go.” Mitchell says, and then disappears with a loud boom.
“Damn it, no warning.” Paul shouts and then disappears with a bang.
I take off after them, as Stuart and Beth also race after us. I’m not quite prepared for how dangerous running at a few hundred miles an hour on snow can be. Let’s just say, that after a about a minute, my head is hurting from the amount of concentration it requires. 
As we race north towards Canada, I have to keep this level of concentration up for quite a few minutes. I lose track of time, it might be 5 minutes or 5 hours, but I’m exhausted when I finally come to a stop. 
The snow has already stopped falling here, but there’s still a thick layer covering the trees and the road around us. We seem to be in some kind of woodland area that the road weaves through. Mitchell walks over, still cradling the large tool chest.
“We’re not far from the border. We’ll need to take a different route from here.” Mitchell says, and looks in my direction.
“I can’t carry you all. I’ve only got two arms.” I say.
“I have an idea.” Paul says and waggles his eyebrows. Oh, no.
 
A few minutes later, and I’m flying about a thousand feet up in the pale white sky over a huge forest. Mitchell is dangling from my right arm as I hold it rigid, while Stuart dangles from my left arm, which I also hold out rigid. Beth and Paul are both dangling from my legs, as they hold on to one each. The added weight doesn’t bother me, it’s just that I must look stupid, like one of those old-school circus strongmen, who lift people. I try not to look down through my legs at Paul, as he chuckles and swings from my left leg like a naughty monkey.
“How much farther?” I shout over the wind that’s whistling past my ears.
“At this speed? I’d say about another five minutes.” Beth shouts back from behind me, as she dangles from my right leg, with her cell phone in her free hand.
I pitch forward carefully and start to descend slowly. I look to my right and catch Mitchell looking up at me with a big grin on his handsome face. I wink back, and gaze forward as I emerge through a thick moist cloud into clear air. Far below is a vast dark forest, and beyond that just ahead, is a pale glimmering body of water. I know it’s a lake, but it might as well be an ocean. I can’t see either edge of it, even from this height, it just stretches out in all directions, for miles and miles. It reminds me of Lake Michigan back home.
“You’ll need to guide me.” I shout as I fly over the forest, and head towards the water.
“Give me a second.” Beth calls out.
I’m now over the lake, and still descending slowly. A beautiful looking golden eagle flies by below me, circling in a wide arc. It’s looking down towards the water, and doesn’t see me until I’ve passed it. I hear its high pitched cry behind me as I glide over the glimmering water, towards some small dark islands.
“Okay. It’s not these. Pass these, and you should see a larger one on your left, and a smaller one on your right.” Beth calls out.
“It’s the larger one, I’m guessing.” I say to Mitchell who dangles from my right arm.
He shifts the metal tool chest that’s tucked under his right arm, and nods. I pass the smaller islands in a few seconds, and then see the island that we‘re heading to. 
It looks five times the size of the island that’s next to it, and has a hill, like a hump in the middle. The whole thing is covered in pine trees, and looks like a giant porcupine. I see a spot near the shoreline, and swoop down and hover a few feet over the brown dirt. Everyone let’s go and drops to the dirt, then I swivel upright and land. I inhale the clear fresh air and then turn to Mitchell.
“Okay. Now what?” I ask.
“Recon.” Mitchell says, and nods to Stuart and Paul.
“Huh?” Beth and I both say.
Stuart and Paul nod to each other, and then take off. Mitchell puts down his tool chest, and then he too blurs into the forest, leaving Beth and I scratching our heads and shrugging to each other.
They return a few seconds later looking very satisfied with themselves.
“It’s cool. Just a black bear, and some otters.” Paul says.
“No sign of human habitation, or presence. I’d say we’ve got about twenty square miles to work with.” Stuart says.
“I’ve found a spot that has potential.” Mitchell says and picks up his tool chest.
“It’s this way.” Mitchell says, and takes my hand and leads me slowly through the woods.



The clouds are starting to part above us, and here and there, rays of sunshine pierce through the thick canopy, casting beams upon the moss covered dirt. 
The woods are alive with birds singing, and the sound of insects buzzing around us. I stroke the bark of the trees absentmindedly as Mitchell leads me through the forest. He stops on a flat section, just before it starts to incline up towards the main hill of the island.
“I was thinking this might be a good spot.” Mitchell says and pulls me closer.
Easy, tiger.
“What do you think?” He asks as he gazes deeply into my eyes.
A small shiver rolls up my spine. What did he ask me?
I look around. “Kind of hard to see much through these trees.” I say.
“That can be fixed.” Mitchell says, and let’s go of me and begins to open the large tool chest.
Because Mitchell is so big and broad shouldered, I hadn’t realized just how big the tool chest is. It’s about forty-five inches long, and at least fifteen inches deep. The chest is locked using two padlocks, which Mitchell now unlocks with a small key.
“Where did you get that beast?” Paul asks.
“It’s my dad’s. I thought I’d borrow it.” Mitchell replies. “It’s not like he’s using it anymore.” He mutters quietly under his breath.
Once unlocked, he put the locks into his black Chicago Bulls backpack, and laid it on the dirt. 
He flipped the long metal lid open, and it clangs against the back of the container.
“Cool.” Paul murmurs in approval as he looks inside.
Mitchell reaches in, and brings out two long handled axes. He passes one to Stuart, and the other one to Paul.
“Look after it. Got it?” Mitchell says with a hint of a warning in his voice.
“Sure thing, buddy.” Paul says and takes the axe, and rests it on his shoulder. 
Mitchell then pulls out two long-toothed saws, and a regular-sized tool chest and lays them on the brown dirt next to his backpack. He removes his brown leather jacket and puts it inside the tool chest. The other two follow suit, and both put their coats inside the box. 
“Okay, boys.” Mitchell says, as he stands up to his full height. 
“I want a clearing. One square mile.” Mitchell says as he also reaches down and grabs a long handled axe.
“What are they gonna do?” Paul asks, and nods towards me and Beth.
“We’ll be taking care of the food. Come on children, off you go and play.” Beth says, and smacks Paul’s butt playfully, but loudly.
Paul chuckles darkly as he takes his axe, and walks to the nearest tree. Then there’s a flurry of hacking, and wood chips and bark begin flying everywhere.
“Damn. Let’s go and get some air.” Beth complains, and grabs my arm and leads me up the hill.
We gain the summit, and sit down on the long grass. We giggle as we see what’s happening below. It’s like watching a time-lapse video in fast forward. Trees are falling left and right, then they become a heap of logs, then after a blizzard of woodchips, they become stacks of pale wooden planks. All of this happens in seconds. It’s hilarious to see. Then more trees vanish before our eyes amidst laughter, and some cursing from Paul. 
Mitchell has already dealt with ten trees before Paul has finished his fifth. Stuart isn’t far behind, he’s on tree number six. Beth and I chuckle as we watch our boys at work.
“So, tell me about Paul?” I ask as a tree falls on Paul’s head, causing him to curse and kick the felled tree.
“Not much to tell, really.” Beth replies. “We fool around a bit. He makes me laugh.”
“Yeah?” I say and chuckle as one of Stuart’s trees falls near Paul, making him jump.
“Nothing serious. I don’t think. Not like you and Mr Hunkypants.” Beth replies.
“Why do you guys keep saying these things? There’s nothing going on between us.” I say and stare at Mitchell as he blurs from one tree to the next.
The air is filled with the sound of hacking, cracking, and then the dull thud as the tree hits the ground. But it all happens so quickly, one after the other, that the noise is constant. Mitchell fells one tree with only a few swipes, and casts it behind him, and moves on to the next one in seconds.
“Everyone can see the chemistry between you two. Why can’t you?” Beth asks.
“It’s not that I don’t like him. I really like him. But….” I flounder.
“But, nothing, girl. You like him, he likes you. It’s simple. Why are you making it complicated?”
“I’m not. It’s just….”



“Look, I gave you that book for good reason. Haven’t you read it yet?”
“I’ve looked at a few pages..” I say cautiously. But I haven’t actually read it yet. It’s on my to do list.
“What? You haven’t even opened the damn book?” Beth complains.
“Hey, no reading my mind without permission.” I grumble.
“Can’t you see the way he looks at you? I notice.” Beth says. “And I notice the way you look at him, too.” She adds.
“Hey, I don’t look at him..”
“Don’t lie to me. Or I’ll know.” Beth warns me, and taps her temple.
“I mean…I don’t look at him, quite like that..” I begin hesitantly. “He’s gorgeous, yes. No doubt about that. But we’ve been friends, like, forever.” I add.
“Don’t you want to be more than just friends?” Beth asks.
Mitchell’s very words that he said to me.
“Aah, so he does want to get serious? So, why don’t you?” Beth says.
“I’m just afraid I’ll lose him.” I admit finally.
“Girl. You can’t lose what you never had. Do you think he’s just gonna wait forever?” 
I hope he does.
“What if something….happens?” I ask her.
“If you don’t make a move, nothing will ever happen.”
I can’t think about this right now.
I slip off my backpack and open it up. I reach in, and pull out the cold chicken wrapped in foil, and hand one to Beth.
“Thanks.” Beth says and takes it.
I reach back inside and pull out a can of Diet Coke, and pass one to Beth.
“Thanks. This sure is thirsty work.” Beth says and pops it open.
I take out a can of Cherry Coke and open it, and take a big gulp. The running and the flying has made me so thirsty, I down the can in seconds. Mitchell blurs from the trees far away, and materializes in front of us. His hair and clothes are covered in woodchips and sawdust. I almost laugh as he beams down at me.
“I’d love a drink. What have you got?” He asks, and wipe some dust from his face with his hand.
“Coke. Regular, Diet or Cherry.” I say as I look in my backpack.
“Regular.” Mitchell replies and I toss him a can.
“Thanks.” He says and starts drinking.
“Making good progress?” Beth asks.
Mitchell just nods and continues drinking without stopping. The clouds have all but gone now, and the light has improved, so we can see around us much better. A cloud of sawdust hangs over the boys hard at work down below. They’ve cleared a large area already, and are still felling trees like dominoes, when a gunshot rings out from far away. Mitchell looks down at me as I stand up. He finishes his drink, drops the can and looks around.
“Which direction did it come from?” I ask.
“Not sure. Can you take us up?” Mitchell asks.
I point at the sawdust and woodchips that cover him.
“Oh. Just a second.” He says, and then runs over to the left, and then spins really fast on the spot.
Then he comes back and smooth’s down his black t-shirt. I wrap my arms around him and fly upwards. I can’t help but notice his rippling back muscles as I hold him. I stop at the top of a tree, and set him down on a branch. He grabs the thin trunk and looks around. Another gunshot rings out. It sounds like it’s coming from behind me. I turn and see a flock of black birds fly up from the mainland a few miles away.
“Must be hunters.” Mitchell says as he looks over my shoulder.
“They’re far away. But still. I’d feel a lot better if they stopped chopping for a few minutes.” I say.
Mitchell nods in agreement, and whistles to the boys. They stop and look up in our direction in puzzlement.
“Take a break, guys. Get some food and drink.” Mitchell says and points to Beth.
They shake off the sawdust, and carry their axes up the hill towards Beth, where she stands with some cold chicken and a can of Coke. There’s still a cloud of sawdust hanging in the air from where they were. And I can see pile after pile of long wooden planks, stacked six feet high.
“That’s a lot of wood.” I say to Mitchell, who’s still staring towards the mainland.
“We’ll need it. We got to make a cabin, and then some mock buildings. Corridors, pillars, walls.” He says.
“Wow. You’ve really thought about this, huh?” I say and rotate towards him.
“We need to be prepared for any situation.” He says in a serious tone.
“I agree.” I say and fly around behind him.
I drape my arms around his neck, and gaze out over the beautiful landscape. I can see the smaller island off to my right, and beyond the calm shimmering water, the dark green forest on the mainland that wraps around this side of the lake. I’m in a beautiful location with my best friends, and with Mitchell. It was a perfect moment. He turns his head, and looks at me with a surprised look on his dusty face. My lips yearn for his, and my head begins to move as if it has a mind of its own. I stop myself, and then I see the disappointment and yearning in his beautiful brown eyes. I try to resist, but I feel my resolve melting. 
Oh, I give up.
I move my face closer to his, and the disappointment in his eyes turns to hunger. He pulls me to him, and our lips mash together. His warm soft lips send electricity coursing through me, and all I can hear is our breathing as it quickens.
“Get a room!” Paul shouts up at us.
Mitchell pulls away, and stares at me with the most amazing look. I can’t help but blush under that stare.
He blinks, and then almost robotically, he pulls out a folded piece of paper from his front jean pocket, and throws it down to Paul.
“Here. Make yourself useful.” Mitchell calls down to him.
Paul reaches up with his right hand, and the piece of paper flies towards him. He unfolds it, and then looks up at us.
“Are you for real?” Paul calls up to us.
“It’s not too complicated for you, is it?” Mitchell asks.
“Of course not. I rock in shop. It’s just a little…huntsman like.” Paul replies, and shows the paper to Stuart.
“The nails and plastic sheeting are in the tool chest.” Mitchell calls down to them, as Paul and Stuart discuss how best to tackle things.
“Best rip up the tree stumps first. Make the ground level.” Stuart says as he gazes around.
Paul passes the piece of paper to Stuart, and then links his fingers together and cracks his knuckles.
“Leave this to the pro.” Paul says, and begins reaching down with his hands. 
He grabs empty air, and then pulls up with both arms. There’s a ripping sound, and then two tree stumps come up and float in the air. Dirt and insects fall from the long twisted roots as they hover in the air. Paul looks up at us.
“Where to, boss?” Paul asks.
“To your left. Stuart can turn them in to firewood.” Mitchell replies.
Stuart hefts his axe again and nods in agreement. Paul moves his arms in an arc over to his left and then opens his hands.  The stumps fall to the dirt, where Stuart is waiting with his axe. A few seconds later and they’re a pile of kindling. I grab Mitchell and lift him from the tree, while the boys get on with clearing the area below. I fly us up a few hundred feet into the clear blue sky, and then stop to enjoy the view.
“It’s beautiful here.” I say absentmindedly, as I admire the trees and the shimmering water.
Further north, I can see that the water is becoming ice, and I notice that I can now see my breath. It’s turning cold again. But I can’t feel it.
“Nice to get out of the city, huh?” Mitchell asks wistfully.
“It’s so calm. Peaceful.” I reply.
“What changed your mind?” He asks eagerly.
“The look in your eyes.” I reply.
“I’m that easy to read?” 
“Don’t take it personally. You are a guy, after all.” I joke.
He chuckles, and reaches back and strokes my leg. We both look down as we start to hear banging, and cursing coming from our makeshift campsite.
“I’d better go help.” Mitchell says. 
He pulls my hands away from him, and drops.
My instinct is to fly down and save him, and so I race down towards the forest. He looks up at me as he free-falls, and smiles.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be fine.” He says, and so I slow down and watch as he plummets to the ground.
A cloud of brown dirt erupts when he hits the ground. I see him spring back up and walk over to Paul, who is banging nails into some planks with a hammer. 
The boys have put together a wooden frame on the ground using the planks, and are now hammering more planks on top. It looks like they’re making a large square wooden floor. I swoop down lower, and hover near Beth, as she looks at the piece of paper which Mitchell threw to Paul. I land and walk over and peer over her shoulder.
“Hmm.” I murmur as I check the diagram that Mitchell has drawn.
It looks like a wooden hut. He’s drawn the complete hut, and also an exploded view, and other views, which shows two windows, and two doors, one for the front and one for the rear. He’s included measurements in the diagram. I look up, and see Mitchell talking quietly to Paul and Stuart. Paul nods at something Mitchell says, and then throws the hammer back towards the tool chest. Mitchell bends and scoops something from the ground near the tool chest, and holds up his hand. Paul nods and stares intently at Mitchell’s hand. Paul then reaches out with his left hand and points his index finger at Mitchell’s hand. Something thin and metallic rises up from Mitchell’s hand and hovers over to Paul. Mitchell folds his arms across his chest as Paul flicks his left hand downwards and points at a board. 
The object is impaled in the wooden plank in an instant, silently. Paul grins, and Stuart and Mitchell clap their hands.
Mitchell blurs and then appears near us.
“That should quieten things down a bit.” Mitchell says.
“It’s about time he proved himself useful.” Beth says, which makes me snicker.
“Very useful. This should speed things up a bit, too.” Mitchell says.
I look over as Stuart and Paul work a few hundred yards away. Stuart’s collecting the planks, and holding them in place as Paul secures them with the nails, silently with his telekinesis. In a few minutes, they’ve erected the hut, and secured the roof. Mitchell blurs and appears near the tool chest, and reaches in and pulls out a long serrated hunting knife, and a pencil. 
“What’s he going to do with that?” Beth asks as she turns to me.
I shrug, and watch as he walks up to the hut. Then using the pencil, he sketches a window frame and a door. He slips the pencil behind his right ear, and then positions the blade on top of his pencil mark. He pushes forward and the blade vanishes into the wood. Then using quick movements, he saws a large rectangle, and the wood falls away. One window done. 
He does the same with both doors, and the other window. It’s starting to look more like a cabin now. He then picks up the piece of wood that he cut for the door, and lays it on the ground. In movements almost too fast for me to see, he’s fitted two hinges, a lock, and door handles to each door. He then has Paul fit the plastic sheeting to the window frames with some nails, while he fits the doors. And that’s it, done, all in a matter of minutes. We all head down and join Mitchell outside the front of the hut. He looks pleased with himself, and pats Stuart and Paul on the back.
“Well done.” He tells them. “Not bad at all.” He says and turns to survey the surrounding area.
I follow his gaze, and look out over the now treeless area. For a few hundred feet, the ground is churned up, and broken branches and leaves litter the ground. Big fat worms are wriggling there way all over. The ground looks like it’s moving there’re so many of them. It makes me shudder. Mitchell checks his watch, and then looks up at the slowly darkening sky.
“I think that’s enough for now. Next time, we make some targets and some other cool stuff.” Mitchell says.
“Speaking of making cool things.” I say. “Can you make a raft?” I ask.
“Yeah, sure. What for?” Mitchell asks.
“So I can carry you all more easily.” I reply and shrug.
Mitchell looks at Paul. Paul nods, and begins to move some more planks on to the ground.
 
They complete the raft in a few seconds, and I lift it off the ground, and hold it above my head.
“Okay, all aboard.” I say cheerily.
They jump up one at a time, and I feel the weight shift above me. Once they settle down, I rise up slowly from the dirt. I ascend until I’m past the tree tops, and then I turn and look around.
“Umm, directions please?” I call out.
“Just a second. Waiting for a good signal.” Beth replies from above.
I decide to fly higher while I wait.
“Behind us. You’ll need to turn around.” Beth calls out.
I can then feel someone moving along the wood above me. Then I see a pale brown arm appear over the edge of the board.
“That way.” Beth says and her arm points towards some small islands in the distance.
“Thanks.” I reply, and then start flying in that direction.
It doesn’t take long to cover the distance, and soon I’m approaching the main shore. I fly over the forest and then begin to accelerate. I then make a wide turn to my left and follow the road back south. We encounter snow again, and I hear Paul grumble above me as it falls more heavily. I can feel my own clothing getting wet. I try to climb higher to get above the snow, but then I worry as visibility begins to get very poor. 
I decide to fly lower, so that I can see the road at least. I maintain a distance of about a hundred feet above the ground as I fly us back towards the city. 
“Hold on, guys!” I shout.
I feel them shift above me and arrange themselves, and then I see their hands appear over the front of the makeshift raft as they hold on. I grin as I begin to accelerate more, and begin to pass cars going the same way below. I pass cars as if they’re parked, as I fly us quickly home. 
It takes a few minutes, but soon I began to recognize the shoreline on my left. 
It’s still snowing, and looks like it’s becoming a full-scale blizzard. The clouds above are dark and ominous looking. I’ve seen storms like this before, and know that this bad boy is going to drop a few feet of snow, before it gets even remotely better. I fly us to the beach near the harbor, and set the raft down on the snow covered beach. The only thing that lets me know there’s a beach at all, is just plain old fashioned memory. That, and the sound of water somewhere. The water near the shore has snow on it as well, so it’s difficult to know where the beach ends and the water begins. As I place the raft on the snow, it sinks several inches, so I can’t see the wood anymore. The others are covered in snow, and their hair and clothes are wet.
“I’m gonna split. Later guys.” Paul says and vanishes.
Mitchell walks off the raft, cradling his huge metal tool chest.
“I’ll see you tomorrow?” He asks.
“Of course.” I say with a smile and a wink.
He grins, and then disappears with a loud bang.
I wave to Stuart and Beth, and then take off for my own home. I’m running so fast that my feet don’t sink into the snow, and I run on top of the surface without any trouble. The only problem are the roads, where the snow has turned to slush. I laugh in fright, when I slide for several yards while crossing Clark Street. Then I manage to find traction, and accelerate again. 
I skid to a stop outside my gate, open it, and hop up the snow-covered steps. 
I slip off my soaking wet backpack, and fish out my keys. As I stand and fumble with the keys, the front door opens. It’s Jessica.
“Ha ha ha!” Jessica blurts out as soon as she sees me.
“Nice to see you too.” I say and hop inside. 
I plonk my sodden backpack down in the hallway, and peel my coat off.
“You can’t let Dad see you like this. Quick, upstairs.” Jessica says, and tries to control her laugher, and gestures towards the stairs.
“Is that you, Pumpkin?” I hear Dad call from the living room.
“Yeah, Dad. I’m going to my room. Apparently.” I say, and Jessica continues to shove me upstairs.
“Quit it.” I grumble as she shoves me more urgently.
“Hurry up, Britney. Quick.” Jessica whispers in my ear from behind.
Geez, what’s the big deal? Yeah, I’m wet and covered in snow. So what?
Jessica shuts the door behind us when we get in my bedroom. I roll my eyes, and squelch over to my dressing table and check my reflection. 
“Holy cow!” I blurt out.
“Now you see what I mean?” Jessica says.
My hair is stiff, and flying horizontally behind me. Imagine standing in the back of a pickup truck, while driving at 80mph in to a headwind, and then someone sprays your hair with hairspray while you’re doing this. If you can picture that, well, that’s what I look like. Only worse. Because as well as that, my skin is a pale purple, and small icicles have formed under my ears and nose, and my eyebrows are pure ice. I look comical. I can see why Jessica wanted to get me upstairs. I don’t look human. I look more like a body that’s been pulled dead from a frozen lake.
“Say cheese.” Jessica says.
I turn, and grin as she takes a photo with her cell phone.
“That’s a keeper.” Jessica says in satisfaction, and checks her photo. Then she looks at me with a puzzled expression. “Aren’t you cold?” She asks.
“No. I don’t feel the cold, or the warmth anymore. Just a steady temperature.” I reply.
“I need a shower.” I mumble, as I notice the heavy smell of pine, and stagger towards my bathroom.
“You think?” Jessica says.
I try to take off my clothes, but they’re so rigid, that after a few seconds, I give up. I take the frozen slip of paper from my front jean pocket, and lay it on my dresser. I start the hot water, and walk in fully clothed. I stand under the water for at least ten minutes, before removing my wet clothes and throwing them in the corner near my laundry hamper. 
I let the water flow over me for a few more minutes, and then turn the water off. 
I wrap a large pink towel around my torso, and a small towel around my hair, and walk back into my bedroom.
“Much better.” Jessica says in approval.
I check my reflection, and my skin’s a warm pink now.
“That was freaky.” I chuckle.
“You’ve got to be more careful. What if someone had seen you?”
“You’re right. I don’t know…..I’ll take a mirror with me next time, or something.” I grumble, and lie down on my bed.
“Where have you been anyway?” Jessica asks.
“Canada.” I reply.
“Canada? Why there?”
“I can’t say, Jess. The less you know the better.” I say, and smile apologetically at her.
“Man! I can’t believe you’re cutting me out.”
“Trust me. It’s for your own protection.” I say.
I get up and begin to get dressed. I grab some pale blue sweats, and a pink t-shirt. I open the door and look back at Jessica.
“Come on. I’m hungry.” I say and head downstairs.
I reach the foot of the stairs as Jessica begins to come down behind me. I pick up my soaking wet backpack and then look up at Jessica. 
I mouth the word, oops, and then walk quietly back upstairs.
“Your costume’s not in there is it?” Jessica whispers.
I nod and grin as I walk past, and she shakes her head at me in disbelief. I get to my bedroom, open up my backpack, and fish everything out. Everything’s damp. I then notice the piece of paper on my dresser, and walk over. I pick it up and unfold it. The name of Paul Thomas Richardson is scribbled in Paul’s untidy handwriting, and underneath it is an address. It’s in Queens, New York City. I open my laptop, and Google his name, and some images pop up. He’s in his forties, but still has a youthful look about him. He’s wearing round wired glasses in one photo, and has short blond hair, which is starting to go white. He’s tanned, and wears a black leather jacket over a white shirt. I try to memorize the image.
“I’ll be seeing you. Soon.” I say, and close the laptop and head back downstairs.
 
After dinner, I watch some television with Dad and Jessica, before saying goodnight and going to bed. It’s been a long day, and I’m exhausted from it all. 
I snuggle into my pillow, pretending it’s Mitchell, and close my eyes.
 



Twenty One
 
 
It’s still snowing the next day. Large snow drifts, like white sand dunes, block most of the smaller roads, like ours. Dad says the main roads have been cleared already, and rumor has it, that the snow plough is going to be making it around to our neighborhood tomorrow. Dad and Jessica are housebound, for now. I try to make some excuse, so I can go and meet Mitchell. But Dad’s being stubborn.
“You’re not going out in this, Pumpkin. It’s five degrees outside.” Dad says.
“Yeah, relax. School’s been cancelled. You may as well chill at home.” Jessica says, and gives me a look, like she’s already concocted some idea of what we can do.
“You want to chill in my room for a bit?” I ask Jessica.
She nods eagerly, and heads for the stairs. I smirk and follow her. Once in my room, she closes the door, and rubs her hands together.
“Right. Now, I want to know everything.” Jessica asks quickly, then walks over and sits on my bed, and folds her legs underneath her.
“About what?” I ask, and sit down at my dresser and turn the chair to face her.
“The investigation, of course.”
“Oh, that. Well, we have another name. Someone else who was in on it.” I say.
“Yeah?”
“Yeah. A movie producer.” I say, and pull open the top drawer of my dresser, and pull out the piece of paper. “Paul Thomas Richardson.”
“No way!” Jessica replies in shock.
“You’ve heard of him?” I ask.
“Duh! He makes all of Devlin De Marco’s movies.”
“Who?” I ask. I’ve never heard of the guy before.
“Where have you been? He’s only the next Bruce Willis. He makes mostly action movies.”
Ah, that’s why I’ve never heard of him.
“Okay. But what about this Paul Thomas Richardson? Do you know anything else about him?” I ask.
“Well. From what I know, he lives on the east coast. He’s married, and has some kids. Rumor has it he’s a bit of a gambler.”
“Why would he be involved in this mess?” I ask myself, as I look at his name.
“What did he do?” Jessica asks.
“He was the one who approached the mob in Las Vegas, and hired them to transport us all to Vegas.”
“You think he was working for someone else?”
“That’s what the guy said in Vegas. He gave the guy a card with a number written on it. He never met the guy, just spoke to him over the phone.”
“And the number?”
“Disconnected.”
“Man!”
“Tell me about it.” I say and laugh.
I look down at my open drawer, and see the small business-like card that Agent Forest gave me. I pick it up and look at it absentmindedly. Jessica sees the card.
“When are you going to let the F.B.I. know?” Jessica asks.
“When I have more evidence.” I say. “I got to be sure this snake doesn’t slip away.”
“Damn straight.” Jessica agrees.
I open my laptop and Google, Devlin De Marco. There are lots of fan sites, and images of him receiving his Golden Globe, and BAFTA awards. He’s wearing the usual penguin suit with black bowtie. I don’t know about the next Bruce Willis comment, he looks more like Johnny Depp. His hair’s shoulder length, and jet-black. He’s wearing round rose tinted sunglasses, and has a diamond stud earring in his left earlobe. He’s slim, and looks pretty smug. He’s very good looking, and from his face, I can tell he knows it.
“Is he any good?” I ask.
“Yeah. I think we’ve got one of his films downstairs. You want to watch with me?”
“What’s it about?” I ask cautiously.
“He plays an undercover cop, trying to break a human trafficking gang.”
“Hmm.” I murmur thoughtfully.
“It’s good. Come on.” Jessica says and hops towards the door.
I put the paper and the F.B.I. card back into my drawer and close it. I follow Jessica downstairs and into the living room. I take a seat while she finds the DVD, and puts it on.
“Oh, what are we watching?” Dad asks as he looks up from his novel.
“Lost & Found.” Jessica says, as the flat-screen television flares to life.
“Not again.” Dad moans, and puts his bookmark in and places his novel down.
“I’ve only watched it twice.” Jessica replies as the title page appears.
“Only.” Dad says to me and rolls his eyes.
I laugh as Jessica sticks her tongue out and sits down. She presses play and I get comfy.
 



I’m not one for action movies that don’t involve comic book characters. But it’s not bad. Devlin certainly is a good looking guy. Rippling muscles, but with more of a dancer’s build. Nice tan, nice clothes. He has a silky voice that has a hard edge to it, when he needed it. His likeness to Johnny Depp is uncanny. He could play his twin, easy. Different nose and eyes, but he has the same bone structure, and build. His hair is short in the movie, and he has some stubble. He’s not a bad actor either. Not sure if I would watch it again, though. I’m sure Jessica watches it just to see Devlin with his shirt off. In one scene, when Devlin’s character, Tommy, is in the shower, Jessica was glued. His physique reminded me of Mitchell. Well, the chest and arms anyway. I can’t comment on the rest, unfortunately. Yet. I blush at that thought.
“Well, what do you think?” Jessica asks, and snaps me out of my reverie.
“Oh, not bad. Not my thing, though.” I say.
“Okay. My choice.” Dad says quickly and goes to the DVD cabinet.
“Oh, no. Not Star Trek.” Jessica moans as the title page comes up.
Dad smirks as he sits down.
 
I have some chicken soup with some leftover bread for lunch, and then go back to my room. I check my cell phone that’s lying on my bed. Damn. Two missed calls from Mitchell. I hit speed dial, and he picks up after a few rings.
“Hi, baby. Sorry I missed your calls.” I say.
“That’s okay. I’ve been keeping myself busy. What are you doing?” He replies.
“We’ve been having a lazy DVD day. How about you?” I say.
“Helping out the snow ploughs.”
“Oh. You’ve been clearing the snow?” I ask.
“Yeah. The ploughs are too slow. I’ve done your street. Didn’t you notice?”
Umm. That’s embarrassing. I didn’t even hear him when he was clearing the snow outside my own house.
“You must have been very quiet.” I say. Or the film was really loud.
“So, can you come out now?” He asks. I detect some sadness in his voice.
“Sure. Where do you want to meet?” I ask.
“Meet me at my dad’s junkyard?”
“Sure. Give me a few minutes.” I say.
“I’ll be waiting.” He says, and then hangs up.
I put my cell phone into my Chinese lucky cat backpack, and make sure my costume is dry, before shoving it inside, along with my pink glittery eye mask and my contacts case. Then I sling it over one shoulder and go downstairs. I head into the basement, and grab my pale-pink thick parka. I slip into it, more for Dad than for me, really, and put on my backpack.
“I’m going out, Dad.” I say from the doorway.
“Is the snow cleared?” He asks, frowning.
“Let’s see.” I suggest, and walk towards the door and open it.
Dad follows, and towers above me as we gaze outside.
“That was quick.” He says and scratches his head.
“Can I go?” I ask as I look up at him expectantly.
“It’s still cold.” He grumbles. “Try not to stay outside too long.” He warns me.
I grin at him. “Thanks, Dad.” I say, and hop down the steps and cross the street.
The snow is almost completely gone. There’s just a thin layer covering the sidewalk and asphalt. It’s still snowing, but not with the same ferocity, it’s just falling lightly now. The wind has calmed down a bit too. I accelerate as soon as I’m around the corner, and the white and grey streets become a pale blur. I race south and cross the river. I see my destination up ahead after a few short seconds, and skid several yards, and then finally come to a stop near Mitchell’s Dad’s business. The sign above the iron gates reads, ‘Reed’s Scrap and Auto Salvage’, and is faded to a rusty brown color. The gates are open, so I walk towards them. I hear a dog barking nearby, and then I hear Mitchell’s voice.
“Who’s a good girl?”
I enter the junkyard and look around. The place is full of rusty cars, motorcycles, motorhomes, and huge piles of metal and wire.
“Mitchell?” I call out.
I hear the bark again, and then I hear the sound of something heavy bounding towards me. Around the corner of a pile of metal, a large black dog emerges. It stops when it sees me, before barking loudly, and then bounding over. The dog gets nearer, and I see how large it is. I’m quite small, so to me, it’s like being charged by a bull, minus the horns.
“Hello.” I say, as it reaches me with its tongue out and tail wagging.
“Oh, hi.” I hear Mitchell call out behind the dog.
The dog has its two front paws on my shoulders, and is licking my face.
“Help.” I manage as the dog slobbers all over me.
“Betty. Come here, girl.” Mitchell calls out.
The dog drops down and pads over to Mitchell, panting and wagging its tail.
“I think she likes you.” Mitchell says and chuckles.
“Yuck.” I say, as I wipe the dog’s saliva from my cheek.
“I’m glad you could come.” Mitchell says and scratches Betty’s head.
“So, where did you want to go?” I ask as I walk over, wiping the dirt from my arms.
“I want to show you something first.” He says.
“Oh, okay.” I say and follow him as he turn and walks away. “What is it?”
He turns, and looks at me over his shoulder. “It’s a surprise.”
We walk past small mountains of scrap, and some wrecked pickups. Then Mitchell stops near a black object. It’s large and long, but I can’t make out what it is yet.
“Here it is.” Mitchell announces, and gestures to the heap of junk on our right.
“What is it?” I ask. 
All I see is a burned out vehicle. There’s no wheels, and whatever seats were inside are just twisted metal now.
“It used to be a school bus.” Mitchell says.
“This isn’t the one that Dwayne Rivers set on fire, is it?” I ask.
He chuckles. “The very one.”
Dwayne is our school’s resident arsonist. I think he’s still doing community service because of that stunt.
“They managed to get to it before the structure was damaged. This damage…” He says and points at the exterior. “…is just cosmetic. Nothing serious. The engine’s had it, though, and the wheels are melted. The seats are wrecked. But I can strip this old girl, and make it usable.”
“What for?” I ask, incredulous that he could see anything remotely usable.
“We need transportation to our island. Can’t keep using a raft.” Mitchell replies.
“True. School bus seems a little excessive, though.” I say, and begin to walk around the blackened husk.
When this was bright yellow and gleaming, it could hold around fifty kids. It’s a bit big for four teenagers, even super-powered ones. I guess we could pack more food, drink and any tools we might need. I was coming around to the idea.
“You really think you can fix this up?” I ask.
“Sure. I can fit some usable seats. Clean it up, and give it a paint job. A days job, max.” He says confidently.
“Well. Okay. If you really want to.” I shrug and chuckle. “Sounds like a lot of work.”
“I’ll get Paul to give me a hand.” He says, and smiles when I roll my eyes.
“Paul’s okay. Really.” Mitchell adds.
I grab his hand and pull him after me.
“Come on, let’s get out of here.” I say and tug him towards the entrance.
He looks down at my hand holding his, and smiles.
“You know. I was always nervous around you.” He says quietly as we walk.
I look up in shock. “Nervous? Why?” I ask.
“You always seemed…so fierce.”
“What do you mean?” I ask carefully.
“You were always so confident. Feisty. Like you didn’t need anyone.”
“I agree with the feisty bit. But I’ve always needed people. I don’t know what I would have done without you.”
“What do you mean?” He asks as we exit the junkyard, and walk along the sidewalk.
“You keep me sane.” I smile shyly up at him.
“Sane?” He laughs. “Well, I’m glad I can help. But how do I keep you sane, exactly?”
“Well, I have to be on my best behavior, for you. Don’t I?” I say and wink at him playfully. 
“Well, you are more fun, when you behave yourself.” He says and winks back.
“Yes, but it is very hard.” I say and sigh dramatically. 
“I’m sure it’s worth it.” He says and squeezes my hand as we walk.
I swing my hand in his playfully as we walk towards an intersection. The snow is beginning to lessen now, but the sky still looks like one huge cotton ball. I look down at our fingers entwined and smile. I notice a café across the street.
“You want a hot chocolate?” I ask.
“Sure.”
I step into the street, and Mitchell walks protectively in front, while holding my hand. I skip along next to him, and hear him chuckle quietly as we reach the café. He opens the door for me, and I scoot inside. I can smell fresh coffee and bacon, and inhale deeply and lick my lips.
“Something smells good.” Mitchell says as he closes the door, and then follows me to a table I pick out near a steamed up window.
I sit down and wipe the condensation away with my hand, so I can peer outside. There are a few cars driving slowly through the slush, and there are more people around here, walking tentatively along the sidewalk. The sidewalk still looks treacherous.
“What can I get you, sweetie?” A woman’s voice asks.
I turn and look up at the waitress, standing attentively in a pink and white stripped blouse.
“Hi. One coffee, please. Oh, and can I have a slice of apple pie, as well, please.” I ask.
“Sure thing.” She says, and writes my order down on her small notepad.
“And what can I get you, sweet-thing?” She asks as she turns to Mitchell.
He’s looking at me smiling, as if he’s enjoying a private joke.
“I’ll have the same.” He says and looks up at her briefly.
“You guys want ice cream with your pie, or whipped cream?” The waitress asks us.
“Just plain for me, please.” I say.
“Same here.” Mitchell replies.
“I’ll be back with your coffee.” She says, and then turns and trots back to the counter.
“I thought you wanted hot chocolate?” Mitchell asks.
“When I smelled the coffee, I was sold.” I say.
“By the way.” I begin. “I never got to tell you. The island is awesome.” I say and beam at him.
“You like it?”
“It’s amazeballs.” I say and grin. “How did you find it?” I ask.
“One of my cousins mentioned once, that he used to fish up near the great lakes. I was cleaning my room, when I found an old birthday card from him. It jogged my memory.” 
“It’s perfect. Man, talk about isolated. Our nearest neighbors are probably polar bears, and elk.” I say as I bounce up and down on my seat in enthusiasm.
“Careful. Try not to break the chair.” Mitchell whispers across the table.
I don’t notice when the waitress arrives. Her thick arm slides into view, and places two mugs of steaming hot coffee on the table.
“Thanks.” Mitchell says to her, before she leaves again.
I pour in the sugar and stir the steaming black liquid, and then pour in the cream. I’m making googly eyes at Mitchell over the rim of my mug, when I hear a crack, like a firecracker going off. Mitchell sits up, rigid, and then turns toward the steamed up window.
“No.” He mutters.
“What is it?” I ask as I take a sip of my coffee.
“Britney. That was a gunshot. It came from outside.”
I then hear car tires spin, and a woman begins to scream outside. The realization of what’s just happened begins to dawn on me. I drop my mug and make for the door. Across the street, a woman is kneeling on the wet sidewalk, cradling a young boy in her arms.
“No!” I cry.
I cover the distance in an instant, and look in horror at what’s happened. A young black boy, no older than thirteen, lies bleeding on the snow covered sidewalk. A pool of blood is spreading from his back, making the snow bright scarlet. I kneel down next to the distraught woman who is crying over him.
“What happened?” I ask gently.
She looks up at me. Her mouth opens, but only groans come out. I remember hearing tires spin in the slush. A drive-by.
“Did you see the car?” I ask, anger welling up inside me. 
“Lady, did you see the car?” I ask more forcefully, as Mitchell arrives and puts his hand on her shoulder gently.
“Green….Cadillac…” The distraught woman mumbles amidst sobs.
That’s enough for me. I get up and slide my backpack off, and run to the corner. 
“Britney, wait..” Mitchell calls out.
I duck behind a delivery van, and change into my Cosmic Girl costume in a nanosecond, then I launch up and fly north, as I’m pretty sure it took off in that direction. I climb a couple of hundred feet, and then level off as I follow the road north, towards a medical center. There’s a number of cars heading in this direction, but no green cars yet. I accelerate slightly, and overtake the cars as I fly overhead. Up ahead, I see a dark car make a sharp turn. I climb higher, and fly over the hospital and make a B-Line for it. As I clear the last rooftop, I see a green car snake past some slower moving traffic. I focus on the rear of the car. Bingo, it’s a Cadillac. I accelerate and rocket past it, and then stop and hover in the air, high above the street. I look down as the car nears, and then drop like an anvil. 
My feet smash down on the hood of the Cadillac, and it crumples like paper with a loud metallic crunch. The front wheels snap and roll off down the street, while the engine is crushed under my feet, and parts of it fly out in all directions. 
The people inside the car cry out in shock, and then in pain, as they hit their heads against the dashboard. 
Fury has taken hold of me, and I’m its willing instrument as I begin to pound on the car. 
I grab the cracked windshield, and rip it off, like opening a can of Coke. The men inside scream and begin to climb out, some through one of the now open doors, some through the rear windshield, which is broken as well.
“Which one of you did it?” I shout as I grab one of the men.
He’s Hispanic, and the man is mumbling something incoherent in Spanish.
“Which one of you shot the boy?” I shout as I let him go and fly after another man who is trying to run away.
I grab him by his right arm, and almost yank him off the ground.
“Was it you?” I growl into his scared face.
I increase my grip on his arm, and feel the bones cracking beneath my fingers.
“Well, was it?” I scream.
“Stop!” I hear a familiar voice.
Mitchell is there in his Crash outfit, and he grabs my arm.
“Stop. You’re hurting him.” His deep muffled voice shouts at me.
I let go and stumble back. The man is holding his shattered arm, and falls to the cold wet sidewalk.
“Go.” Mitchell shouts. “Just go. I’ll take it from here.”
I nod numbly, and take off into the drab sky, dazed and confused. My mind is reeling. Would I have killed them? 
I shake my head as I begin to well up. I feel so angry, I could scream. Why did they shoot the boy? Why hadn’t I anticipated it? I normally get some kind of warning when something bad is about to happen. Don’t I? Or is the warning only when I’m in danger? Oh, I don’t know.
The tears are flowing freely now as I fly over the cold wet streets, not even aware of where I am, or where I’m going. Why couldn’t I save that poor boy? Why hadn’t I noticed something was wrong? 
I was so lost in the moment, enjoying myself with Mitchell, that I didn’t think that something like this could happen. And it happened right near us. We could have stopped it. We had the power to stop it. So why didn’t we? Despair took me for a ride down memory lane, showing me all of the other people that I failed to save. Zack, Miss Wheeler, the poor balding guy. My mother’s face fills my mind. 
What good are you? A small bitter voice taunts me inside my head. You don’t deserve to dress up like a hero. You’re not a hero. You’re nothing.
I cry out in anguish, and fly down towards a church. I barge through the double doors, and they slam against the walls, making a deafening boom. People turn around, and then begin running towards the exit as I fly towards the altar. Attached to the wall is a large cross with the figure of Jesus hanging from it. A guttural scream escapes me as I wail in front of the cross.
“WHY?” I scream.
I’m dimly aware of people scrambling for the exit behind me. I notice a man standing over to my left. 
He steps back and waits by the wall.
“Why did that boy have to die?” I cry out. “Why couldn’t I save him?” I beat the sides of my head with my fists.
“What do you want from me?” I plead as I look up at the figure hanging on the cross. “Why am I here?”
I drop to the wooden floor and fall to my knees. I bury my face in my hands as great sobs wrack my body. I can barely breathe.
“Why do you keep saving me?” I cry as I look up at the cross. “I’m not worth it. I’m not worth it. Why couldn’t you have taken me, instead of my mom?”
“This is the police!” I hear a loud stern voice call out from outside the church. 
“Come out with your hands up. And walk slowly.”
“Go away.” I mumble quietly.
I hear a shuffling sound, and the figure near the wall retreats towards the exit. 
“Go ahead. Leave me alone.” I moan and rub my eyes.
I hear some raised voices outside for a few minutes, while I slip forward and press my face against the wooden floor.
“They’re leaving.” A man’s voice says gently from behind me after a few minutes.
I just lie there as my body shakes with grief.
“What happened?” The gentle voice asks.
“A boy was shot….sniff….right in front of me.”
“How close were you?”
“He was a stranger. I didn’t know him.”
“I meant, how far away were you?” He asks.
“I don’t know…a hundred feet away….maybe.”
“Did you know he would be shot?”
“No.”
“If you did know. Could you have gotten to him in time?”
“I don’t know.” I answer truthfully.
“Then there was nothing you could have done to prevent it. Right?”
“Maybe.” I say, and turn and look up at the speaker.
The man is standing behind me. He looks like he’s maybe thirty years old. He’s wearing a green t-shirt, which has Jesus Rocks emblazoned on it in bold white text, and he’s wearing black faded denim jeans. A mess of short brown tousled hair sits on top of a pleasant face. I can see the compassion in his blue eyes as he looks down at me. He steps back and sits down on one of the wooden pews.
“Sounds like you did everything you could.” He says as he crosses one leg on top of the other.
“Still doesn’t change anything.” I grumble, as I sit up and cross my legs on the wooden floor.
“You can’t save everyone.” He points out.
“He can.” I say bitterly, and point behind me at the cross.
“That’s different.” He answers and leans forward. “You can only save who you can. You’re only one person, after all.” He says and smiles sadly. “And one person cannot be everywhere at once. Besides, we do still have police, remember.”
“Why give me these powers, if I can’t be useful?” I ask.
“I’m sure you can be useful. You’re being too hard on yourself.”
“I don’t want to pretend to be a hero anymore.” I grumble and hang my head.
“Then stop pretending.” He says light-heartedly.
“You think I should give up? Burn the costume?”
“That’s not what I mean.” He replies and sighs. “I mean, stop pretending to be a hero. Just be yourself. The rest will follow.”
I look up at him as the tears trickle down my cheeks.
“But I’m a disaster.” I say.
“That’s not true. You’re a good person. You have a good heart, I can tell.”
“How?” I ask and rub my nose.
He spread his arms wide. “Because you’re here. And you’re asking the right questions.”
He leans forward and places his hand on my shoulder.
“It shows that you care.” He says and smiles. “And that is a good place to start from.”
I stand up and smile gratefully at the man.
“What do I do now?” I ask.
“Just decide what kind of person you want to be. And have the courage to make mistakes.”
“Mistakes?” I ask, incredulous.
“We all make mistakes. It’s how we learn.”
“My mistakes can be costly.”
“Then take some comfort in the fact that even bad guys make mistakes.” He says and smiles.
Yeah. I just need to be more careful. More focused. I can still do this.
“Thanks.” I say.
“Anytime. Just knock next time, okay?” He chuckles.
“Okay.” I say and smile.
“That’s better. Now, off you go. And be a better version of you.”
“I’ll try.” I say, and take off from the wooden floor, and fly slowly towards the exit.
“Take care of yourself.” He calls out after me as I leave the church.
I fly out and head towards the clouds. I charge through the clouds until I emerge out the other side into a beautiful clear blue sky. 
I hover in the air, and watch as the clouds roll by beneath me. 
It’s easier to think up here. It’s silent, except for the wind. 
I close my eyes and gather my scattered thoughts. I need to get a grip on my emotions. That much is clear. 
I had acted irrational. Impulsive. That was another of my weaknesses. 
I’m impulsive. That has to stop. I can’t afford to lose control like that again. 
I don’t want people to be afraid of me. 
I wonder if it might be P.M.S., but shake my head. No, it’s too soon for that. 
Then I remember Mitchell.
Damn it! I’ve scared him again. I need to speak to him as soon as possible. 
I slip my backpack off while I hover above the clouds, and reach in for my cell phone.
I speed dial his number and it rings. I hold the phone to my ear and wait.
“Where are you?” Mitchell’s worried voice answers after a few rings.
“Hanging around.” I say. “Look, I’m really sorry about what happened.” I blurt out.
“Hey, it’s okay.” 
“No, it’s not. I shouldn’t have broken his arm.” I say.
“I probably would have done the same thing.” He says after a few seconds pause. “Look, what’s done is done. He probably deserved it anyway.” He adds.
“I still don’t like what I did.” I say. “If you hadn’t arrived…” I say and trail off.
“I know, Britney. I know. It happens.”
“I love you.” I blurt out.
“And I love you.” He says warmly.
“I’ll see you tomorrow. I’m not feeling too good.” I say.
“I understand. This wasn’t your fault, you know.”
Then why do I feel like crap?
“Bye.” I hang up.
I slip my cell phone back in my backpack, and slip it over my shoulders again. I hover in the sky and look down at the sprawling city below me through a break in the clouds. The city feels too big now. I thought that I could make a difference, but I’m only one person. How can I prevent these horrible things from happening to others?
My chest feels tight. I try and take a breath, but an anguished cry escapes me instead. I shake my head before pitching forward. I rocket toward the clouds. I’m through in a heartbeat, and race towards the city that’s sprawled out beneath me like a concrete cobweb. As I get lower, I recognize some of the buildings and streets. I veer off to my right and head back towards my school. I get changed back into my normal clothes mid-flight, and zoom towards the street. I land on the sidewalk, and head home. 
Jessica opens the door as I get to the top of the steps. I shrug off my backpack as I walk past her and head for the stairs.
“I’m beat.” I mumble as I climb the stairs.
Tears are still in my eyes when I close my bedroom door. I lean against it, and close my eyes. 
I can’t explain the hollow feeling in my stomach. It’s like death has placed it’s cold bony finger there, promising more death and despair for me, and I just shrug my shoulders and say, ‘Okay. What else is new?’
I shrug out of my coat, and drop it on to the thick pink carpet. I kick my shoes off carefully, and then collapse on to the bed. 
So many thoughts and emotions are buzzing around in my head, I feel sick, like the room’s spinning. I roll over and lie face down.
The small bitter voice is starting to get louder again inside my head. 
Who have you helped? No one. Just yourself. You didn’t save that boy because you were too focused on yourself. Too focused on your boyfriend. The voice taunts.
Shut up! I pull a pillow over my head. Shut up, shut up. It wasn’t my fault.
You were distracted. The small voice accuses. Heroes can’t have distractions. Your boyfriend makes you weak. The acid voice spits at me from inside my mind. 
I can almost feel a finger prodding me in the back. 
You’re no good with him. You can’t be a hero and have Mitchell. You must choose.
“Mom….help me.” I cry into the bed covers.
I hear my bedroom door open.
“Britney?” I hear Jessica’s voice say, full of concern.
I break down and just wail into the covers. I hear her hurried padding across the carpet, and then I feel her hand on my back.
“Britney, what is it? What’s wrong?”
“I’m no good.” I cry as I hold the bed covers to my face.
“What are you talking about? Of course you’re good.” I hear Jessica say with annoyance in her voice.
I roll on to my side and lower the covers to look at her.
“Good at what? Saving my own ass? Yeah, I’m good at that.” I say bitterly.
“What’s brought this on? What happened today?” She asks.
“Mitchell and I were just having a date…sniff…” I begin and rub my nose with the back of my hand. “A boy was shot right outside the café. Right under my nose.”
“Is he okay?” Jessica asks quickly, and looks shocked.
I shake my head and bury my face again.
“Hey.” Jessica says and rubs my back. “It’s not your fault.”
I sit up and look at her harshly. “Why does everyone keep saying that?” I ask testily.
“Because it’s true, stupid.”
“Hey!” I protest.
“You’re being really stupid, Britney. How the hell were you supposed to know?”
I hang my head and shrug. “I should have.” I grumble.
“You can’t know everything, you silly thing. You don’t even know what you ate yesterday?”
Hmm, what did I have?
Jessica sees my expression, and chuckles. “See, scatter brain?”
I shrug and try to smile.
“You expect too much of yourself.” Jessica says, and punches me playfully in the arm, then instantly regrets it. 
“Ow!” Jessica rubs her hand and looks at me in shock. I chuckle. 
“Serves you right.” I say, and sit up and check her hand.
I feel gently with my thumb over her knuckles and fingers. 
“Nothing feels broken.” I say quietly as I examine her hand.
“It felt like punching a brick wall.” Jessica moans as she stares at her right hand.
I look up through my lashes at her. “Sorry.” I say sincerely, and massage her hand gently.
“You might need to put some ice on that.” I say and release her hand, and sigh loudly.
“Having these powers is such a drag.” I moan, and swing my legs over the edge of the bed and sit next to my sister.
“You know, you don’t need to use them.” Jessica says, and I turn and look at her. “I mean, yeah, it’s cool and stuff. But it doesn’t mean that you have to play at being a superhero.” Jessica adds with a half-smile.
“I know. But I must have been saved for a reason, Jess.”
“You gotta stop thinking about that day, Brit.”
“How can I?” I ask and look at her.
Jessica hangs her head and sighs. “I’d trade places with you in a heartbeat.” Jessica says sadly.
“You can have the powers.” I moan, and pat her knee.
“That’s not what I meant.” She says and looks at me. “If I could spare you the pain of what you went through, first with the accident, and then last year in Washington, I’d trade.”
“I love you, Jess.” I say, and mean it.
Jessica gets up and looks down at me. “I’m proud to be your sister.” She says, and then turns and walks out of my room, leaving me speechless.
 
My dreams are dark that night. 
I’m surrounded by a sea of faces that I don’t recognize. It’s very dark, with occasional flashes of lightning, which illuminate eerie faces around me. I’m standing in my pink pajamas, and the people reach out to touch me. 
Their mouths are open, but the thunder above, and the roaring wind are the only sounds I can hear. The lightning flashes again, illuminating some faces near me. I recoil in shock when I see them. A man in his twenties stares at me from half a face. The left side of his face is missing, and so too is much of his neck and shoulder. A woman stands to his right, and stares at me from one eye. The socket where her right eye should have been is just a gaping wound, and her right cheekbone looks broken. They both stare at me expectantly, their mouths moving. Then I feel something pulling at my pajama bottoms. I look down, and gasp. 
A young boy, hard to tell how old he is, he’s too badly burned, looks up at me as he tugs at my leg. Despite the burns, there’s something odd about him. He’s low to the ground, but his arm and head look normal sized, not a child’s. 
His left arm and both legs are missing. He’s almost black all over from burns. But then I look into his eyes, and the realization of who I’m looking at knocks the breath from me. 
It’s Zack. 
When the van exploded in Washington, I had been thrown back along with Mitchell, but Zack had been standing right next to the van.
“Oh, Zack. I’m so sorry.” I say, but my voice breaks, and even I can’t hear my voice.
Then I spot the young black boy who was shot earlier. His thick coat is covered in blood around his stomach area. He smiles sweetly at me and waves.
“My sweet child.” A woman’s voice says from behind me.
My heart hammers in my chest as I turn slowly. I peer over my shoulder, and I see the long brown hair, so like my own. The left side of her face is badly bruised, and her left arm hangs limply by her side. My own eyes stare back at me, and the loving smile that I have missed so much is on her beautiful face.
“Mom?”
“My brave child.” Mom says and she opens her right arm to me.
I run to her and wrap my arms around her waist. She feels hard and cold, but then I feel her fingers in my hair, and I don’t care anymore.
“I’ve missed you so much.” I cry into her purple, blood-stained dress.
“I never left, baby. You’ve been so very brave, my little angel.” Mom says as she strokes my hair with her good hand.
“I don’t feel brave.” I moan.
“You are stronger than you know. You take after your father.”
“Who are all these people, Mom? I know Zack, and….” Then I notice Miss Wheeler smiling and waving at me. The two bullet wounds on her forehead still look fresh. I smile back, and then look up expectantly at my mom.
“Victims, my love. People who died before their time.”
“Why am I here? I don’t like it, Mommy.”
“Don’t be afraid.” Mom says and strokes my cheek with her cold fingers. 



“Death is a part of life. I wanted to show you that we’re okay. You need not concern yourself with us, my love. Focus on the living. They need you. More than they realize.” Mom says and ruffles my hair.
“You have to let us go, my love. Be the hero, I know you are.” Mom says and grips my shoulder firmly. 
“I will always be with you. I will always love you.” Mom says, and then releases me and steps back. 
“But you have to let us go. The living need you. Go, and be the angel I know you are.” She begins to fade, and I reach out to her.
I turn to face the crowd, and they begin to dissolve into a fine mist. I reach for Miss Wheeler, and she smiles and blows me a kiss, and then dissolves before my eyes.
“Aaggh!” I cry out as I sit up.
It’s dark, and I hear the gentle patter of rain against my closed window. My face feels clammy, and I reach up and wipe some sweat from my forehead. I get up, and head into my bathroom and splash some cold water on my face. I look in the mirror, and my blue eyes are blazing brightly. I frown as I regard my freaky eyes. I turn the light off, and head back into my room. I crawl back in bed, and pick up my Mom’s picture frame. I see my blue blazing eyes reflected back in the glass. They look a little older as I stare at my reflection. I kiss the photo, and place it down on my nightstand. 
“I’ll make you proud, Mom.” I say, and stroke the top of the wooden frame. 



Twenty Two
 
 
I find the next day in school very difficult. I see the young boy’s face everywhere. The boy who just walked past me is around the same age as the kid who was shot. Throughout most of my classes, I’m constantly wiping away tears, while I try to focus on the subject matter. But it’s impossible. 
By lunch time, I’m miserable. I must look a poor sight when I flop down into my chair at our table. The other’s look at me in shock. Paul is about to say something, then stops and looks at Beth. I chew my food slowly, while they talk amongst themselves. Secretly, I thank Beth. I can’t take any questions, not now. My spirits are rock bottom. I feel Mitchell’s light touch on my arm. I look down at his hand as he strokes my arm gently with his fingers. I look up into his brown eyes, and a tear sparkles precariously at the edge of his left eye. He curls his fingers around my hand and tries to smile, but then thinks better of it, and just sighs. I continue lunch in silence while the rest of the hall is filled with talk. There’s the usual gossip behind me. Who’s dating who, and who saw last night’s mediocre television series. I hear some guys over to our left rapping, while someone does beat-box and slaps the table in rhythm. I let the thrum of noise enter my head and drown out anything else. I don’t want to think, I want my thoughts drowned out. I finish my lunch, and then shrug from Mitchell’s hand and walk quietly to my next class. 
School couldn’t finish soon enough.
As I put my books in my locker, I can hear a senior ragging on a freshman nearby. 
It sounds like he’s trying to pick a fight with the poor kid. 
I close my locker and turn. I watch as the taller kid pushes the smaller kid against the lockers. The kid hits them hard. The clang makes everyone stop, and they watch to see what’s going to happen next. Will the kid defend himself and fight back, or turn tail and run?
“Back off, you Neanderthal!” The smaller kid says loudly.
Okay, so it looks like he has some courage. I turn and head over to them.
“Make me, Short-stop.” The tall kid says as he takes a step towards the younger kid.
I grab the tall kid by his belt, and hold him in place.
“I think that’s enough. Leave the kid alone.” I say tonelessly, as the tall guy turns and looks down at me.
“You’re kidding?” He says, and turns to the smaller kid, who is looking at me puzzled. 
“She your girlfriend? You let your girl fight your battles, do you?” He snorts, and laughs at the hapless kid who is looking around him.
I still have hold of his belt, so I yank him backwards.
He slams into the lockers on the other side of the hall behind me with a bang, making everyone jump back in shock. He slumps to the floor. Oops!
“Miss Brookes? Stay right where you are.” A man’s firm voice calls out to my right.
I turn and see Mr Brown storming towards us. His black horn-rimmed glasses bounce on his face as he hurries over. I look over at the smaller kid, who’s staring at me wide eyed. He fidgets with his bag, and looks around nervously as the science teacher comes to a breathless stop near me.
“What is going on here?” Mr Brown huffs.
“Ummm….” I begin, and then everyone begins talking at once.
 
I sit on a red plastic chair outside the Principal’s office, while the Principal is getting a grilling from the bully’s father. Turns out the idiot’s name is Roman Sanders, and his father is a lawyer. Go figure. I feel for Mr Meyer, as he withstands at least fifteen minutes of Mr Sanders’ tirade. I wait patiently, and pull at a loose thread from my denim skirt. The door opens suddenly, and Mr Sanders storms out, then looks down at me.
“You stay away from my son, or I’ll get a restraining order. Understand?” He snarls at me, then pushes through the glass double-doors, and disappears down the hall.
“Well. That was pleasant.” Mr Meyer’s calm voice says next to me.
I turn and look up apologetically. 
“Come in, Miss Brookes.” Mr Meyer says calmly from the doorway, then turns on his heel and walks back inside his office.
I get up and walk slowly into his office, and close the door behind me. I look around, and soon find a chair near his desk. I sit down as Mr Meyer stands staring out of the window, as the rain beats against the glass. Mr Meyer sighs.
“The sound of rain is calming, don’t you think?” He mutters quietly, and turns slightly and looks at me.
“Yes, sir.” I agree.
“This really is awkward, isn’t it?” Mr Meyer says quietly, and then walks back to his desk, and sits down wearily. 
I sit still and look at him, waiting. He leans forwards and links his fingers together, and forms a steeple, and then gazes at me curiously over his fingertips.
“What to do, hmm?” He says quietly. “Your father will be notified of this incident, of course.” He looks hard at me, and then sighs and sits back in his leather chair.
“You’ve placed me in a difficult position, Miss Brookes.”
“I know. And I’m really sorry. I don’t mean to cause trouble.” I blurt out quickly.
“I hear that you were helping one of our students.” He looks down at a piece of paper. “A…Rodney Moon.”
I shrug. I didn’t know his name.
“He says that you pulled Mr Sanders off of him to stop a fight. Is that correct?”
I nod.
“You were a bit rough though, hmm?” He regarded me curiously.
“I don’t know my own strength, sometimes.” I say meekly, and smile in embarrassment.
“Indeed. Mr Sanders has a mild concussion, and a fractured collarbone.”
“Is he okay?” I ask.
“He’ll live.” Mr Meyer’s shrugs nonchalantly. “But his father is another problem. He wants me to expel you.”
I gasp and hold my hand up to my mouth. “No!”
“Yes. But I don’t think we need to be that severe.” He says and looks at the window again.
“What are you going to do?” I ask.
“Nothing.” He replies happily.
“Really?” I ask.
“I have let Mr Sanders decide your punishment.”
“Oh.” I say and my heart sinks.
“He’s going to think about it, and get back to me.” Mr Meyer’s says and smiles at me.
“Oh, great.” I mutter.
“Yes. You have my sympathies.” Mr Meyer says, and then chuckles as he stands up.
“No more heroics, okay?” He says as he walks to the door.
I nod, and then gather myself, and stand up slowly.
He holds the door open for me.
“I’ll let you know your fate, as soon as I’ve been informed.” He says and smiles down at me as I walk past. 
“Try and behave in the meantime. Goodbye.” Then the door closes quietly behind me, and I stand still, waiting for the news to sink in.
I walk through the glass double-doors, and head towards the exit. Mitchell is leaning against the wall near the doors when I emerge. He comes over immediately.
“What happened?” He asks quickly.
“The moron’s father is going to decide my punishment.” I say heatedly, and storm off towards the street.
“Yikes. That doesn’t sound good.” He says as he walks in step with me.
 “I just hope he’s not very imaginative.” I grumble as I turn right and head home.
“He’s a lawyer. How imaginative can lawyers be?” He jokes.
I sigh in frustration and look up at the dark clouds above us. 
The rain has lessened, but is still persistent in trying to ruin my day further. I let the raindrops hit my face, and then look back to street level and kick myself internally. 
Why did I have to be so stupid? Dad’s gonna kill me.
As we get closer to my house, I begin to slow down. I keep looking up at the clouds. They look so inviting.
“I know what you’re thinking.” Mitchell says, and I feel his arm around my waist.
“Just a few minutes.” I plead. 
“Better get it over with.”
“Think of me.” I say, and walk towards my doom.
He stops near my house, and I head on up the steps.
“Good luck.” He says, and then the door is yanked open before me.
“We need to talk.” Dad says firmly, and holds the door open.
I walk in, and he closes the door behind me. I grit my teeth, and wait in the hall to see where he leads me. He storms past me, and heads to the kitchen. Oh no. The kitchen? This is bad. Much worse than I first thought. I walk slowly to the kitchen as my heart hammers in my throat.
 
Boy, was I ever grounded! 
I’ve never heard my dad that upset before. He was very disappointed with me. I feel really bad. Not about hurting the other kid, hell, he deserved what he got. No, I felt bad that I had let my dad down. 
He said that my behavior reflects badly on him, as a parent. That somehow, this is his fault. It’s ridiculous of course. But I couldn’t really say that at the time. I just had to shut up and listen. Now that the worst is over, I now have time to reflect on what Mr Sanders might do. How long would he take to decide my punishment?
Not long, as it turns out.
 
The next day, after school, I’m summoned to the Principal’s office. I knock gently on the door, and wait.
“Come in.” Mr Meyer’s happy, mild voice calls out.
I enter, and Mr Meyer smiles and gestures to the chair opposite his desk. I close the door and sit down.
“Well, this is rather nice, isn’t it?” Mr Meyer says, and picks up a letter from his desk and smiles.
I smile, but can’t help thinking that this surely can’t be very nice for me.
“I have Mr Sanders decision, here.” Mr Meyer says and shakes the letter.
“And?” I ask.
“Community service.” Mr Meyer says, as he reads a portion of the letter.
Uh oh.
“At a soup kitchen.” Mr Meyer adds as he regards me carefully.
Oh, that’s not so bad.
Mr Meyer smiles when he sees my reaction. 
“In the lower south-side.” He finishes slowly, pronouncing every word carefully.
Ah. So Mr Sanders was hoping that I might get hurt, or worse? Well, he was gonna be disappointed.
“That sounds like a wonderful idea.” I say and grin. “Please pass on my thanks to Mr Sanders.” I say, and chuckle at Mr Meyer’s reaction.



“You’re okay with this? It can get very dangerous in that part of town, you know.”
“I know. Don’t worry, I’ll be fine.” I say and get up. “Is that all, sir?”
“Yes. That’s all.” He says, bemused and looking worried.
“Who do I contact to arrange this?” I ask, as I stand and smile at him.
“Here.” He says, and hands me a small slip of paper with a name and telephone number written on it.
“Thanks. Well, goodbye, sir.” I say and head for the door.
He looks bewildered as I exit his office. I’m almost skipping with joy when I leave the school, and head towards the sidewalk.
“You look happy.” Mitchell says as he joins me.
“Yep.” I say cheerily.
“Come on. What happened? What’s he got you doing? Cleaning toilets? Picking up trash?” Mitchell asks as we walk home.
“Soup kitchen.” I say and smile.
“That doesn’t sound so bad.” Mitchell agrees, and chuckles next to me.
“I know.” I look down at the slip of paper, and groan. “I’ve got to report at 7pm on Friday, Saturday and Sunday.”
“Aww, man.” Mitchell groans. “I’m not going to see much of you, am I?”
I shrug. “It won’t be for long.”
“Try not to look too happy, when you tell your dad.” Mitchell says and grins.
“Yeah. I need to put on my game face.” I say and try to look sad.
We arrive at my house, and he leaves me at the gate after a quick kiss, then turns and heads home. I sigh and head up the steps. Dad’s already home, and is waiting for me when I get in. I hand him the slip of paper and explain what my punishment is. 
He likes the idea, until I tell him where it is.



“What?” He blurts out. “Is he crazy? You could get killed in that part of town.” Dad says angrily as he storms around the living room.
“I’ll be fine. Cosmic Girl will protect me.” I say without thinking, trying to diffuse the tension.
“Who?” He stops and asks.
“You know, the flying girl.” I say, and do the finger quotes thing on the word, flying.
“She still around?” He asks and frowns. “She didn’t save that boy the other day. What makes you think she’ll save you?” The words cut me like a knife, and I stagger backwards and grab a chair to steady myself. I take a deep breath to steady my nerves.
“That wasn’t her fault.” I say half-heartedly, not really believing my own words.
“You still have the pepper spray that Jessica gave you?” He asks.
“You know about that, huh?” I ask, as my breathing starts to quicken.
“I don’t miss anything in my house.” He replies proudly.
Hmm, that’s what you think, Dad.
“Don’t worry about me.” I say.
“Of course I worry about you. You’re my daughter.” He says heatedly.
The television is on. For crying out loud, is CNN the only channel we have?
They’re talking to a woman. I recognize her voice. I close my eyes, and my breathing quickens more.
“…then he was gone. Cosmic Girl and that Crash caught the killers, but they were too late.” The woman says, her voice is breaking, and I can hear she’s crying.
“What would you like to say to these, so-called heroes?” The male reporter asks.
“Where were you?” The woman says to the camera, as I open my eyes and look at the boy’s mother.
I’m so sorry!
“So can we really call them heroes? That’s the question on everyone’s lips today, as a mother grieves for her son, in another tragic shooting. The fifth one this year in Chicago alone…”
“Dad, switch it off. Please?” I beg.
“Sure, Pumpkin.” He says and switches the television off.
“I’ll be in my room.” I grumble, and leave the living room as I gasp for breath.
By the time I get to my room, I’m hyperventilating. The tears streak down my cheeks as I lean against my bedroom door and close my eyes. Where were you? The question burns me like a hot iron, scorching my heart, searing me. Where was I? I was right there. But, yes, I had been too late. Now he’s dead.
I can’t breathe, I have to get out of here. The air in here is suffocating me. 
I lock my door, and get changed into my costume. I remove my brown contacts, and put them in their plastic container. I slip on my pink glittery mask, put my normal clothes in my backpack, and slip it over my leather-clad shoulders. I stand in front of the window, and take a deep breath. There’s a knock at my door.
“Hello?” I say wearily.
“It’s me, Brit.” Jessica’s voice calls from the hall.
“Not now, Jess. Cover for me, please?”
“Where’re you going? You know you’re grounded, right?”
“Jess, please?” I beg as I slide my window up.
“I’ll do what I can. But you owe me big time.” She replies testily, and then heads back to her room.
I climb out of my window and shot up into the darkening sky. I pass through the clouds in a few seconds, and then stop and hover. I take in a deep breath, and close my eyes. I love the air up here. It’s so clean, so pure. I love the quietness, the peace. There’s just the sound of the wind whistling past my ears. I open my eyes and look up. I wonder how high I can go? 
I shrug and begin to climb higher. I accelerate, and soon hear the sonic boom far behind me as I rocket upwards towards the stars. 
The sky begins to darken as I climb higher, and the stars begin to get brighter. I get buffeted by a strong wind that slams into me, and catches me by surprise. It slows me down, as I try to climb higher fighting against the wind. It’s like I’m flying through a fast flowing river. Then I’m through, and the going gets easier again. The air above me is so dark now, so I stop and look down. 
Wow. I’ve never seen so many clouds before. A vast ocean of white billowing clouds glide by beneath me. I can’t see any terrain, just white clouds. I lift my eyes to the horizon, and see the curve of the Earth, surrounded by a pale blue line, which must be the atmosphere. It’s the most beautiful shade of blue I’ve ever seen. And above me, the blackest night. The stars look so much brighter, as does the sun, though I know better than to look directly at it. I see it out of the corner of my eye, shining brilliantly, like a naked bulb in the inky darkness. The stars look so close, I feel like I can almost touch them. I reach up playfully, and notice a layer of ice on my hand and arm. I exhale and see my breath float away like a tiny cloud. I try to take a breath. But something’s wrong. My vision is beginning to blur, and small red motes dance in front of me. My head is pounding, and I gasp for breath, and find none. I’m too high up. I need to get lower, quick. I drop like a rock. I wait until the sky gets brighter, and then stop and take a deep breath again. This time my lungs respond, and I gulp in air gratefully. 
Well, it’s nice to know I have limits. 
My head clears, and my vision returns to normal after a few minutes. I breathe a sigh of relief, and then pitch forward and fly down towards the clouds. 
I encounter the powerful wind again, and accelerate through. I feel my costume and hair getting wet, as the ice covering my body begins to melt. I shake the wetness from me as I punch through the wind, and after a few seconds, I pass through a thin layer of wispy clouds. I accelerate faster and reach the next layer of clouds, and pass through. The city stretches out beneath me in all directions. 
Lake Michigan to my right, which looks more like an ocean from up here. I can’t see either end, just the beach and the footpath that runs along Lakeshore Drive. I focus on the river to get my bearings, then I bank to my left and head south. I’m still a few thousand feet up when I cross the river and fly over the L train loop. As the shadows deepen below, the streets darken, and the canyons of stone and steel begin to glitter with lights, as people switch on their headlights. I notice a blue and red light making tracks south, it was travelling faster than the other cars. A police car, maybe? I descend lower, and follow the lone car as it heads south. As I get lower, I can hear the siren, and the red and blue lights are rotating and flashing in that unmistakable fashion. Something is up. 
Hmm, this could be interesting. 
I lose sight of the cop car momentarily, as it drives under the elevated train tracks. Then I spot it again as it turns left on to Congress Parkway. It then runs through a red light, and turns right and heads south again. 
It’s heading down Wabash Avenue, and accelerating. I look ahead and see another police car join from another road, much further ahead. It skids around a corner near a Carabou Coffee shop, and charges south with its siren wailing. I accelerate and catch up with the second police car.
I look around to see where they’re heading. Then I hear the alarm, faint, still far away. It’s coming from somewhere south of my current position. I accelerate and fly above the street, and listen as the alarm begins to get steadily louder. 
I look ahead, and see another police car screech to a stop near an intersection. Two officers climb out, and one of the officers signals traffic to stop, while his partner goes around to the trunk and opens it. He begins setting up a foldout barrier, while the traffic stops behind them. I carry on and see the same thing happening on the side streets. The alarm is getting louder now, and I swoop down towards a police car that’s stopped on the corner, near a parking lot. The alarm is coming from one of the stores that run along a strip next to the parking lot. I land near the police car, and clear my throat.
The police officer looks over his shoulder, and almost jumps, but then composes himself, and looks at me warily.
“Who the hell are you?” The officer asks, as he tries to keep his eyes on the parking lot.
“I’m just here to help. What’s up?” I reply coolly.
“Gun store robbery. They’re still inside.” He replies worriedly, and looks at me again. 
“Miss, please take cover.” He adds urgently. “Please, crouch down here.” He says and points to a spot near the rear wheel. “Just don’t touch anything.” He says, and then turns back to the parking lot. 
“Gun store, huh?” I ask and walk around the cop and head over to the sidewalk.
“What are you doing?” The police officer calls after me in alarm.
“Like I said. I’m here to help.” I reply over my shoulder, and carry on towards the parking lot. 
The alarm is deafening, I wish someone would shut it up. I walk slowly across the parking lot and check the store signs. I notice the gun store. The window is dark glass, and the door stands open. I walk slowly towards the entrance.
“Stop right there. I’ll kill ‘em, I swear to god!” A man’s voice shouts from inside.
“Sorry. Can’t hear you.” I shout back.
“I said stop right where you are!” The man shouts back.,
“Sorry. What was that?” I shout back.
“I said…damn it. Shut that thing off.” The man shouts angrily at someone inside.
While he does that, I take a few steps forward and try to see inside. 
I’m a few feet away from the entrance, when the alarm goes dead.
“Stop. I’ll kill ‘em. I swear I will. Don’t push it.”
“That’s better. I can hear you now.” I say and step into the doorway. “I’m unarmed.” I announce, and raise my hands and step inside.
It’s darker inside, and it takes a few seconds for my eyes to adjust. I see rows of jackets, boots, rifles, shotguns, crossbows, and a rack of gun and hunting related magazines. 
“Who the hell are you? You’re no cop.” A younger man’s voice calls out from across the gun store.
“You’re sharp.” I reply, and stoop down and pick up a hunting magazine. “You picked a lousy place to go hunting.” I say, and flick through the pages. 
I open the magazine to show a two-page spread of a high-powered hunting rifle. “Is this what turns you boys on?” I ask and show them the images. 
The two men stare at me, dumbstruck. One of the men, the older one, is pointing a shotgun to a man’s head, while the younger man looks up over the counter at me, puzzled.
“To each their own.” I smirk.
I walk slowly forward while reading aloud from the magazine. “The H.E.T. model is equipped with a Bell & Carlson tactical Kevlar reinforced stock, with a full length…Ooh….” I smirk. “aluminum bedding block, a 28 inch barrel, and a SureFire muzzle break.” I’m still walking towards them as I read. “An oversized bolt handle…oversized? Adds to the perfect ergonomics of the H.E.T. model.” I show them the double page spread of the gun again as I get closer. “Ooh, look. It comes in different colors too.” I gush enthusiastically.
I’m close enough now, I hope. I throw the magazine at the older man, and as quick as thought, fly over the remaining distance and pull the shotgun from the older man’s grasp. The shotgun goes off over my left shoulder. 
It’s so close to my ears, the blast is deafening. I grab the gunman and throw him across the gun store towards the hunting jackets. 
I then fly towards the younger gunman, and smack him in the head, gently, just above his left ear. He drops like a ragdoll. 
I turn to the storeowner. I notice a young woman crouching down behind the counter near him. I hadn’t seen her from my previous vantage point.
“Are you okay?” I ask and fly over to him.
He looks at me in shock, and then looks at the unconscious men and smiles.
“I’m fine.” He says, and then helps the woman up from the floor. 
They then backup towards the corner, away from me. 
“What’s wrong?” I ask and look over my shoulder. 
My ears are ringing, I can hardly hear myself. The younger guy is moaning, but still lying on his side. Are they scared of me?
“Stay here.” I say, and go and collect the men’s weapons.
I hold them up as I fly out through the entrance. 
“It’s okay.” I call out to the police officers over by the car, as I land and walk slowly towards them.
One of them stands and looks at me with his gun raised. It’s dark now, and the police car’s headlights and the old red and blue are dazzling me. My ears are still ringing, but I can vaguely make out some words flung my way.
“Put the guns down!” The police officer shouts at me.
“Okay. Look, they’re not mine. The men you want are inside.” I say and lay the guns down on the sidewalk, and step away.
The officer speaks to his partner, and then he walks quickly towards me with his gun pointed at my chest. Well that’s nice!
“You’ve got it from here, right?” I ask as he nears me.
I take off from the sidewalk, and hover while he begins to understand what’s just happened. He looks up at me with a very puzzled expression.
“Who are you?” The officer asks as he gazes up at me.
“A friend. Bye.” I say and wave, and then I climb higher and accelerate back north.
I’d better get back home before Dad checks up on me. Well, at least I feel a bit better now about myself. As I fly north away from the crime scene, I think about the boy who got shot, and an idea pops into my head. I look down as I fly, scanning the streets, looking for the right coffee shop close to Mitchell’s dad’s junkyard. I find it after a few minutes, and descend to the street. I land lightly on the sidewalk where the boy lay in his mother’s arms. 
There are bunches of flowers and notes, and some teddy bears resting on the sidewalk, away from the road. I hear cars screech to a stop behind me, and people on the sidewalk stop and stare at me. 
I don’t mind. I want them to see. I step into the street near the sidewalk, and kneel down on one knee. 
I rest my left purple gloved-hand on the asphalt, and bring up my right arm. There’s a deep boom as my fist strikes the street, and a car nearby bounces on its suspension. I bring up my fist, and there’s now a nice indentation of my fist. Using my right index finger, I press it into the asphalt, and begin to engrave my message to the people of Chicago.
NEVER AGAIN!  C G.
Once I’m done, I stand and look around at the spectators. I don’t smile at them, or wave. I just take a deep breath, and kick off from the ground and climb to the clouds. I hope people will get the message. I gain the clouds, and fly on through to the other side. I know my way around Chicago pretty well by now, so without even thinking, I bank left and fly northeast. I accelerate, and count to three in my head, then I descend through the clouds and look down at my high school, Hackberry High. All of the lights are off, and the building is almost hidden in inky blackness as I fly over it. The streetlights are all on when I get back to my street, and I can see the living room light is on in my house. I fly over the house, and descend slowly towards the rear.  I stop above my bedroom window, and flip upside down. I grab the window frame, and take a deep breath. I peek down and in. The room is dark. My door is still closed. I fly down and in, and close the window quietly behind me. I strip off, and put my damp costume in my Chinese lucky cat backpack. Then I heave a huge sigh of relief, and then go and take a shower and get ready for bed. 
My appetite has returned now, so I go downstairs and make myself a sandwich from some leftover chicken salad. I hear the quiet padding of socked feet as I tuck into my sandwich.
“Where did you go?” Jessica whispers behind me.
“Ssshhh.” I hiss and take another mouthful.
“Come on. Spill the beans.” Jessica urges, as she rocks back on her heels and waits.
I finish my sandwich, then fill a tall glass with some milk, and grab a tub of chocolate fudge brownie ice cream from the freezer. I sit at the kitchen table and spoon some ice cream into my mouth, and let the ice cream dissolve on my tongue slowly.
“Mmmm.” I murmur. I love this ice cream. I could bathe in it. 
The ice cream feels very cold inside my mouth. It’s fantastic. I didn’t realize how much I miss feeling the cold. 
“So, did, you know who, make an appearance?” Jessica asks, as I drink some milk.
“Maybe.” I chuckle, and dig another spoonful of ice cream out.
“News worthy?” Jessica asks.
“Probably.” I reply and pop the spoon back in my mouth.
“Ah, there you are.” Dad’s voice calls out.
I look up and see him standing in the kitchen doorway. He yawns and folds his arms. 
“How are we going to do this?” He asks.
I look up at him, puzzled. “Umm…what do you mean?” I ask.
“This soup kitchen you need to attend on Friday, Saturday and Sunday.”
“Oh, that.” Damn, I had almost forgotten about that. “I thought that you were taking me. You know, me being grounded and all.”
“I need to leave for work at six over the next few days, as I’m covering for Phil. So I can’t do it.” He replies.
“So, I could get the bus.” I say. 



“No way. Not to that part of town.”
I think of Mitchell’s dad’s junkyard, and an idea pops in my head.
“Mitchell can take me.” I say.
“I didn’t know he had a car.” Dad asks, suspicion etched into his features.
“Oh, yeah. He’s been fixing up an old one from his dad’s junk yard.” I lie.
God, I feel bad. How many times must I lie to him?
“Really?” Dad asks, and looks at Jessica for confirmation.
“What are you looking at me for? He’s her boyfriend, not mine.” Jessica says.
“Where’s he going to pick you up?” Dad asks.
“Outside here, of course.” I say, and roll my eyes.
I suck on another spoonful of ice cream before he can ask any more questions.
“Make sure he returns you in one piece. Or there will be hell to pay.” He says gruffly.
“Well, I’m going to bed. Goodnight.” Dad says, then turns and leaves.
“Goodnight, Dad.” We both call out after him, and sigh in relief.
“Does Mitchell have a car?” Jessica whispers.
I shake my head. 
“Nope. Not yet.” I say and grin mischievously.
 



Twenty Three
 
 
“You want me to do what?” Mitchell asks, as he almost chokes on his lemonade at lunch.
“You don’t need to build a car from scratch.” I say quickly. “Just make one presentable.” I say.
“Presentable?” Mitchell asks as he wipes his mouth.
“Yeah. You know, presentable, as in not falling to pieces. Four wheels, windows, seats...”
“Okay, I get the picture.” Mitchell says. “By tomorrow?” He asks.
Paul smirks from across the table.
“Hey, don’t laugh. You’re helping too.” Mitchell says to Paul.
“Piece of cake.” Paul says confidently. “Ten minute job, tops.”
“You wanna bet?” Mitchell says and chuckles.
“Ten bucks?” Paul offers.
“You’re on.” Mitchell agrees, and they both bump fists over the table.
“Boys.” Beth grunts and rolls her eyes. “It sucks that you’re grounded.” Beth complains.
I shrug and take another bite from my tuna-fish sandwich. 
“While I’m grounded, I want updates.” I say, and chuckle when they look at me with confused expressions. “The island.” I add after a few seconds. 
“We’re going after school.” Stuart says quietly.
“How? You need me to carry you all.” I ask.
Paul grins. “Not anymore. Turns out, we can run over the water.”
“Really?” I ask.
“Yep, did it yesterday on the lake.” Paul says and grins at Stuart.
“If we run fast enough, we stay on the surface.” Stuart adds.
“Wow. That’s actually really cool!” I say.
“That’s me.” Paul says with satisfaction.
“Anyway…” Mitchell says. “We were going to do some more building. But if you need me..”
“Don’t sweat it big guy.” Paul says. “We can handle things.”
Mitchell raises an eyebrow as he looks at Paul over the table. “You’re sure?”
“Yeah, no sweat. I’ve got Stu here to help me.” Paul replies.
“Ahem!” Beth clears her throat loudly.
“Oh, yeah. Beth, too.” Paul adds, and winks at Beth.
Mitchell opens up his black Chicago Bulls backpack, and reaches inside. He pulls out a jotter pad, and hands it to Paul over the table.
“You’ll need tools. I’m going to be using mine tonight.” Mitchell says.
“We can borrow my father’s tools. He’s rarely home to use them.” Stuart offers.
“It’s done then.” Paul says, and slaps Stuart gently on the back.
“Any problems, you call me. Okay?” Mitchell says as he closes his backpack.
“Relax, mate.” Paul replies.
“Do you have something in mind?” I ask Mitchell, and then drain my Coke.
“I noticed a couple of usable cars, the last time we were there.” Mitchell replies, and then gets up.
“Well, good luck.” I say. “And thanks.” I say and lean up and kiss him.
 
I keep my nose clean in school. I try and focus in my classes, and keep quiet, hoping that I can just blend into the background. But the other kids are looking at me as if for the first time now. 
Some kids look scared when they pass me in the hall, while others look at me as if they smell something nasty. I walk home alone, and Dad is waiting at the door. 
I’ve made up my mind to obey his curfew now, so I just go to my room and do my homework, then come down for dinner.
The rest of the evening is spent in the living room, watching television with Dad and Jessica. I actually enjoy it. It‘s nice to just relax, and I do love them. Jessica tells me about her work colleague, Bavik. He’s Ukrainian, and works in the kitchen where Jess works. Anyway, she tells me how Bavik was flirting with her today, and forgot what he was leaning over to get her attention. It was a hot grill, where they do the burgers and eggs, and he almost burnt his nether regions, as he leaned over to say something to Jess. Jessica laughs at the memory of him hopping up and down, but I can tell from her expression, and the way she speaks about Bavik, that she has a soft spot for him. I can’t remember the last time she had a boyfriend, actually. 
It’s Thursday. Tomorrow is Friday, and my community service starts. Well, at least I don’t have to worry about my personal safety. Poor Dad. He’s worried sick about me. But how do I tell him about my powers?
I have a restless night.
 
The next day in school passes without incident. Kids are still giving me a wide berth, and treat me like I have the plague. I see Mr Sanders’ son, Roman, on the way to lunch. The way he looks at me. The expression, if looks could kill, comes to mind. At lunch, the others are discussing the island.
“You should see it now, Brit. We’ve got some hallways, and building interiors and tables, and all sorts of stuff to practice with.” Paul says as he waves his fork around.
“Sounds great.” I say and sigh. If only I could go with them next time.
“How long are you grounded for?” Stuart asks.
“A week.” I reply sullenly. “Have you got a car for tonight?” I ask Mitchell.
“Kind of.” He answers cryptically.
“Is it road worthy?” I ask, getting worried now.
“It’ll work. Don’t worry.” He says and turns back to his turkey sub.
“So, tonight, you’ve got to do what, exactly?” Stuart asks as he checks something on his cell phone.
“I don’t know. I guess I’ll find out when I get there.” I reply. “What are you looking at?” I ask him.
“There was a report last night, that a flying girl stopped an armed robbery.” Stuart says and smiles. “I thought you were grounded?”
“I had to get some air.” I reply hastily.
Beth leans over to Stuart and checks his cell phone.
“Looks like you did a lot more than just getting some air.” Beth says.
I smile and look down at my tray, and pick up an apple.
“Just trying to be useful.” I say and bite into the shiny green apple. It’s a little tart, but still tastes good.
“You better hope your dad doesn’t find out.” Paul says and smirks.
I roll my eyes as I chew. Oh, god, don’t remind me. How am I going to explain all this to him? 
Hi, Dad. I have powers, don’t you know. I can fly and bench press a freight train. Cool, huh? Yeah, right!
“Have you guys told anyone else yet?” I ask.
“What, about being a freak?” Paul asks and snorts.
“Everyone knows you’re a freak already. So no surprise there.” Beth says, and chuckles at Paul’s dark expression.
“I’d rather not have to explain all of this, personally.” Stuart says quietly.
“We can’t afford to tell people.” Mitchell says and looks at me. “That’s why we wear the costumes, right?”
“Yeah, I know.” I say quietly.
“Besides, you can’t trust anyone these days. Everyone’s a blabber-mouth.” Beth says.
I nod in agreement, and finish my apple. Beth’s eyes narrow as she looks at me.
“You haven’t told anyone, have you?” Beth asks.
The others look at me when I don’t answer immediately.
I shrug. “Not exactly.” I say.
There’s a sharp in-take of breath from Beth. “You told Jessica.”
“No, I didn’t.” I reply, slightly peeved by the accusation. “She found out on her own.”
“What?” Mitchell blurts out. “How?”
“Look, I was feeling low. So I went to visit my mom’s grave. I didn’t see anyone there, so I just talked to Mom. Told her how I was feeling, and stuff.” I say quickly.
“Jessica overheard me. She’d been sitting on the grass on the other side of the gravestone, so I didn’t see her. It wasn’t my fault.” I grumble.
“Has she told anyone else?” Paul asks.
“No. Definitely not. Guys, she’s my sister. She’s got my back, and she’s totally cool with all of this.”
“You haven’t told her about us, have you?” Beth asks.
Uh, oh. “I might have mentioned something.” I mumble.
“Britney!” Beth moans and rolls her eyes.
“So, was your sister impressed?” Paul asks and grins.
“I’m not sure if I mentioned you, actually.” I say.
Stuart chuckles and nudges Paul playfully.
“Look, don’t worry. Like I said, she’s totally cool. And I trust her with my life.” I say and get up. “I’ll see you guys on Monday.” I say, and turn to leave.
“I’ll see you tonight.” Mitchell corrects me.
“Right.” I say and smile back at him.
Please let the car be okay, I pray as I head to my next class.
 
After school, I walk home alone, quickly. Again, Dad is waiting.
“Okay, homework first. Then dinner.” Dad says as I step inside the house.
“Sure, Dad.” I say and hang up my coat.
I take my Chinese lucky cat backpack upstairs to my room, and get my books out. Oh, great. Some of them are damp. I take out my damp Cosmic Girl costume, and check the inside of the backpack. There’s a little puddle of water at the bottom. Damn. 
The costume is starting to smell a bit musty. I lock my door and close the curtains. I strip and get into my costume, and then head into the bathroom. I turn on the hot water and take a shower in my costume. I use plenty of rose-scented shower gel, and give the costume a good scrub. 
I use some apple-scented shampoo for my hair, and some conditioner. I strip out of my costume while I leave the conditioner in, and gently ring the water out. I give it a shake and hold it up. Ah, that’s better. Oh, damn, all of the glitter is gone. I look down, and see the last of the blue glitter disappear down the plughole. I hang the costume on a hanger, and hang it on the shower rail. I rinse the conditioner out of my hair, and then turn the water off. I grab a large pink towel from the shelf near the sink, and wrap it around my body. 
I grab a smaller pink towel, and wrap it around my hair. I walk into my room and look for my hair-dryer. I find it on the floor near my bed, and pick it up and switch it on. I spread the books over my bed, and start to dry them out with my hair-dryer. After a few minutes, I remove the towel from my hair, and then give my hair a good blast with the hairdryer. I pick up my large flat hair brush from my side table, and start running it through my hair while I dry it. Once I’m done, I remove the towel from my torso, and switch the hairdryer off. I pick out an outfit for tonight. Nothing too fancy. Some blue jeans, and white t-shirt with navy blue stripes. I pull on some aquamarine ankle socks, and then my white and purple Nike running shoes. The tread is beginning to get thin. I’ll need to get some new shoes soon.
I lie on my bed and start on my homework. It’s for applied psychology. One of the more interesting classes. We all have to come up with a list of known psychological disorders, and have to include possible causes, and the symptoms. I already knew one of them very well, stress. I resist the urge to use my laptop, just. It’s a close call.
After I finish my chart, I head downstairs for dinner. Dad has made one of my favorite dishes, spaghetti casserole layer.  It’s like lasagna, only he uses spaghetti, instead of pasta sheets. It’s delish. 
It’s almost 5:30 p.m. I begin to feel nervous. I hurry back upstairs, and check my costume. It still feels wet to the touch, so I bring it into the bedroom, and begin trying to dry it with my hairdryer. I set it on high-heat, and let the costume have it full blast. I kept a wary eye on my bedroom door while I dry my costume. 



I check my alarm clock. Damn, 5:56 p.m. I begin to hear heavy footsteps coming up the stairs. I stop and quickly open my comic book chest, and throw the damp costume inside, and close the lid, just as my bedroom door begins to open.
“It’s time, Pumpkin. Mitchell’s outside.” Dad says from the doorway.
“Okay.” I say, and take a deep breath.
I follow him downstairs, and head down the hall and grab my light denim jacket. As I open the door, Dad grabs me lightly.
“Be safe.” Dad says, and leans down and kisses me on my forehead.
“I will.” I say happily. “Bye.” I say, then turn and hop down the steps.
The car waiting by the sidewalk looks pretty impressive. I stop and take it all in. It looks like an old Chevy. It’s painted black, and shiny, like a new car. I open the passenger door and climb in. It creaks a bit, but nothing like dad’s car.
“Wow. Good job.” I say to Mitchell.
He turns and grins at me, then leans forward and waves at Dad.
“Let’s go, shall we.” Mitchell says, then fiddles with the radio cassette player.
The sound of a rumbling engine starts blaring out. We start moving forward, and I frown and look around. Mitchell legs are moving quickly, up and down.
“What the?” I say aloud and then he turns and grins at me.
“Couldn’t find a working engine.” Mitchell says and then I look down again.
Beneath Mitchell’s feet, there’s no floor. He has his legs through a large opening, and is running. I burst out laughing as it dawns on me.
“Hey, I didn’t have enough time, okay.” Mitchell says and begins to laugh with me.
“Does the steering work?” I ask as the laughter fades.
“Sure.” Mitchell says and begins to turn the large wheel.
We make a left and begin to drive/run south. Mitchell begins to run faster as we try to keep up with traffic.
“How long can you keep this up for?” I ask as I watch his legs pump up and down rhythmically. 
“I don’t know. I guess, we’re gonna find out.” He says and begins to puff slightly.
“You’re crazy.” I say and stroke his cheek.
“You must be rubbing off on me.” He replies and grins.
Traffic is pretty crazy as we head south. It takes us at least forty minutes just to get to the loop. I hand Mitchell the slip of paper with the address on. He takes a peek while he turns the wheel, and we then head on to a bridge. Ten minutes later, and a red faced and puffing Mitchell, stops outside a low-level red-bricked building. 
There’s a sign above the door which reads, ‘Marv’s Gym’. Beside a small open door, a faded poster is pasted to the brickwork. The poster shows a steaming bowl of soup and a crusty bread roll.
“Good luck.” Mitchell says and takes in big mouthfuls of air.
“Thanks. I’ll see you tomorrow.” I say and kiss him, before getting out.
Once on the sidewalk, I watch in amusement, as Mitchell drive/runs down the road and disappears around a corner. I turn and take a deep breath, and then walk towards the door. There’s a sound of raised voices as I enter a large gymnasium. The large hall is bare, and folding tables and chairs are stacked neatly by one wall. A large black woman in a bright green sweater is talking to a small group of people. I hurry over and join them. The large black lady sees me, and stops talking. She looks me up and down briefly.
“You the troublemaker?” She asks roughly.
“I’m not a troublemaker.” I reply quickly.
“Yeah, right. Just don’t cause any trouble here, got it?”
“Got it.” I reply sullenly.
“You’ll be teamed up with Bernice here.” She says and points to a surly looking middle-aged black woman.
I nod in understanding, and walk over to where Bernice is waiting.
“Hi.” I greet her, and try to smile.
“Hi, kid.” Bernice answers in a deep raspy voice. “You can start with the tables and chairs.” She says and points to the wall behind me.
I hurry with the task, moving quickly, fast for a human, but not freaky. In ten minutes, the hall is filled with tables and chairs.
“Geez, child. What are they feeding you these days.” She looks down at me, and frowns. “You ain’t taking no drugs, are you?”
“No, ma’am.” I reply and smile. “Anything else?” I ask.
“Yeah. I’ve got just the thing for you.” Bernice says and wags her bony finger at me, and walks towards a door opposite the entrance.
She leads me through, and then down a corridor. She turns right and enters another large room. I follow her, and find myself inside a large kitchen area. Steel counters, and pots and pans gleam under the fluorescent lights.
“I’ve got a helper for you, Charlie.” Bernice croaks to a thin man wearing a white beret.
He stops chopping an onion, and looks down at me.
“She’s tiny. How is she going to help?” Charlie laughs, and wipes some vapor from his eyes with his white sleeve.
“She’s as quick as slick.” Bernice responds, and then coughs.
Geez, her cough sounds bad. Sounds like she’s trying to cough up a fur ball.
“Really? Okay.” Charlie says and then waves Bernice to the door. “Take your phlegm elsewhere. I’m trying to cook here.”
“See you, kid.” Bernice croaks, and then turns and walks out.
I see Charlie sizing me up.
“Can I trust you with a knife?” He asks warily.
“Yes, sir.” I reply.
“How are you at dicing vegetables?” He asks.
“I’m okay.” 
“There’s a workstation over there by the sink. Grab a bucket of veg, and start dicing.”
“How big do you want them?” I ask.
“Sugar cube sized. Got it?”
“Got it.” I say and reach down and grab a large bucket of carrots.
“Hey, do you want a hand with..” Charlie says, and then stops when I pick it up easily and carry it over to my workstation. 
I take a large wooden butcher’s block chopping board from a counter behind me, and set it down underneath a flat cloth. I search the drawers around me until I find a potato peeler, then get to work peeling the carrots into the sink. It only takes me a few minutes to work through the bucket. I then pull a large chef’s knife from a block next to me, and begin to slice the carrots first before dicing them.
“Hey. You are fast.” Charlie says as he comes over to inspect my work.
He sweeps the diced carrots into a large steel pot with his hand.
“Now the potatoes.” He says and then takes the pot back to his workstation.
In thirty minutes, I’ve chopped the potatoes, onions, celery, eggplant, and of course the carrots. Charlie divided them all into four large steel pots. I sit on the steel counter and swing my legs playfully, while I watch Charlie make the soup. He dices some chicken, and puts that in two of the pots. Then he dices some beef, and adds that to a separate pot. He has two large pots already on the burner, which are bubbling away.
“What’s that?” I ask.
“Chicken stock.” Charlie replies and then points to the other pot. “Beef stock.” Charlie adds and gives the gurgling liquid a good stir.
He ladles the steaming stock into all of the pots until they are all full, and then lights all of the burners. Charlie then chops some rosemary and thyme, and puts the herbs in to all of the pots along with some bay leaves. He rinses his hands under the tap, and then dries his hands on his apron.
“Now we wait.” Charlie says, as he leans against the steel counter next to me.
“Who pays for all of this?” I ask.
“Ordinary folks, like you and me. Without support from the community, this place wouldn’t exist.”
“How long have you worked here?” I ask.
“Oh, I don’t work here. I’m a volunteer.” Charlie says and folds his arms.
“They don’t pay you?” I ask, incredulous.
“Of course not, kid. We barely have enough funds for the food and the hall.” Charlie chuckles.
“Sounds unfair.” I say, almost to myself.
“Ha. Welcome to the real world, kid.” Charlie says and then walks over to his pots and begins to stir them.
I like Charlie. 
He makes all of the bread rolls by hand. Carefully weighing the ingredients, and then rolling up his white sleeves and kneading the dough. I wash some of the utensils used in the large sink, and then stand on my toes to try and peek inside the steaming pots. They smell delicious, especially the chicken soup.
It’s 9 p.m. when I help Charlie carry the pots of soup into the main hall. He’s amazed by my strength. The pot I’m carrying is half my size, so I must look strange. When we enter the main hall, and put the pots down on some sturdy looking tables, the gymnasium is already half full. The amount of people waiting for a free meal is staggering. There are whole families, moms and dads, and lots of frail looking children, as well as the elderly and the homeless. A small boy, no older than eight, runs forward to the table where I’m serving. He wears a white t-shirt, that has a small girl, hand-painted in purple, on the front.
“Hello.” I greet him as he skids to a stop near me. “What’s your name?” I ask.
“Bobby.” He grins.
“Hello, Bobby. Would you like some soup?” I say and offer him a white polystyrene cup of hot chicken soup.
“Please.” He reaches up for the cup, and I hand him a crusty brown roll too.
“That’s a nice t-shirt.” I say and point to his tiny chest. “Who’s that?” I ask.
“It’s Cosmic Girl.” He says proudly and grins. “I drawed it.”
“It’s very good.” I tell him. “Do you like Cosmic Girl?”
He nods bashfully.
“Do you want to be able to fly, like Cosmic Girl?” I ask.
He nods enthusiastically, almost spilling his chicken soup.
“She’ll help you, if you’re in trouble. Remember that.” I say and wink at him conspiratorially
“Thanks, miss.” Bobby says and then dashes back to his mom, who is sitting with her head in her hands.
“You can go home now.” A gentle voice says next to me.
I turn, and look up at Marsha, the large black woman with the bright green sweater.
“I can stay if you need me. I don’t mind.” I reply as I stir the chicken soup in the pot in front of me.
“It’s almost eleven O’clock, child. Go home.” She says gently. “I can take over here for you.”
“Okay. Well, goodnight.” I say, and then turn and head towards the entrance.



Before I leave, I turn and look at the sea of people. I smile as I see the little boy, Bobby, running around with his arms outstretched. I leave, and head towards the sidewalk. I walk along towards an intersection and then cross. I notice three men standing on the corner. I walk by and head down the street past closed storefronts. I hear their heavy footsteps, as they begin to follow me. Oh, great.
“Hey, sweetheart, not so fast.” A man’s voice calls out from behind me.
“Not tonight fellas, I have a headache.” I call back, and continue walking.
They begin to chortle, and then a deep voice calls back in response.
“I’ve got the cure right here, baby.” He sounds drunk.
I stop and turn. I size them up and down.
“I doubt you could even get it up.” I laugh, and then turn and carry on walking.
“Ooh, we got a little minx here, fellas.” Another voice calls out from behind me.
“I’m flattered boys, but you’re barking up the wrong tree.” I answer back.
“Who says we were asking?” The deep voice calls back, and then I feel a hand on my neck from behind.
“Don’t you dare touch me!” I say and grab his hand.
I turn and pull his hand from my neck. The large man’s expression is a mixture of surprise and anger.
“Boys who play with fire, get burned.” I warn them.
“We’re not playing.” One of the men says, and then I feel another hand try and grab me.
Several things happen at once. I break the guys wrist who had grabbed me first, then grab the other guys arm who’s about to make a grab for me now, and crush his forearm. 
Then I tap the last guy on the head and knock him out. All in a matter of seconds.
“You broke my arm!” One of the guys screams at me.
“Serves you right.” I snort back. “Smell you later.” I say and wave goodbye as I walk away.
I make the corner and then walk quicker. I take another step, and then kick off from the ground, and take to the skies. I rush up towards the clouds, and then take a wide turn, and head north. I accelerate until I hear the sonic boom, and then slow down as I approach my neighborhood. I pitch forward, and swoop down to my street. I land in the middle of the street, and then walk up to my gate. I close the gate behind me and then hop up the steps. I use my key and unlock the door and go in.
I hang up my denim jacket and then head upstairs. I brush my teeth, and then check on my costume. It’s still a bit damp, so I take it and hang it up in my closet. I get into my pink Minnie Mouse pajamas, and then climb under the covers. 
 



 
Twenty Four
 
 
Saturday, and I’m still grounded. Major bummer. 
What’s worse, is that it’s the St Patrick’s Day parade today. They dye the river bright green, and have floats and a band and stuff. I always look forward to it, but now all I’ve got to look forward to today, is daytime television while Dad sleeps. He’s been covering for Phil at work, and has been doing a 12 hour night shift at the fire station. Phil injured himself last week, so Dad’s covering for him. I heard Dad climb the stairs this morning just after 5:30 a.m. I make sure the volume isn’t too high on the television, and flop down into one of the beige leather couches. I get comfy, and begin watching reruns of The Big Bang Theory. 
I get a call from Mitchell just after ten O’clock.
“Hi, baby.” I say as I answer.
“How was last night?” Mitchell asks.
“It was okay. Just sad to see all those people in need.”
“I can imagine.”
“Thanks for getting a car ready. How are you feeling?” I ask.
“I’m okay. I don’t get tired like I used to.”
“I know what you mean. I always feel keyed up, like an energizer bunny.”
“It’s hard to know what to do with all of this energy.”
“What are you doing now?” I ask.
“I’m sitting by a large pine tree.”
“Where?”
“Near Canada.”
“It’s not fair. I want to go with you too.” I grumble as I watch Joey do something stupid again on an episode of Friends.
“You will, soon. You’re not grounded forever.” Mitchell chuckles.
“It feels like it.” I moan. “Why aren’t you at the parade?” I ask.
“Been there, done that. This is much more fun.”
“What are you going to be doing today?” I ask.
“Dodging and catching bullets.”
“You don’t have a real gun, do you?” I ask, suddenly concerned.
“No. We’re gonna use ball bearings. I salvaged a ton of them from the junkyard.”
“Sounds interesting.” I say and stifle a yawn. “I’ve been meaning to ask you guys something.” I say.
“Yeah? Shoot.”
 “While I’m grounded, I want you all to keep Chicago safe. Okay?” I ask.
“Chicago’s a huge place, Britney. We can’t stop every crime.”
“I know. Just intervene where you can. Please?”
“Okay. I’ll talk to the others.”
“Thanks.”
“I’ve gotta go. The others are waiting.”
“Have fun.” I say and hang up. 
Man, I wish I was with them. I miss the island. The salty air, the smell of pine and dirt. The sound of squirrels and birds in the branches. Otters splashing in the water, just off shore. I miss my friends too. Especially Mitchell. 
Dad’s rules. No visitors while I’m grounded. 
I think about Beth, and look at my cell phone. Then I have an idea. I turn down the volume on the television, and close my eyes. I think about Beth. Her face, and her sharp eyes fill my mind. I concentrate hard, and call out in my head. 
Beth! Can you hear me? I repeat it over and over.
‘Britney?’ I hear Beth’s husky voice faintly in my head. 
Yay, it worked.
‘Are you still at home?’ Beth asks inside my head.
Yeah. I’m bored. It’s cool that you can hear me from there.
‘Wow. I mean the reception isn’t great, but I can hear you, just about.’
I miss you guys.
‘I know, it sucks.’
How’s Paul and Stuart?
‘Not sure about Stuart. He’s pretty quiet. But Paul is up to his usual tricks.’
What’s he up to now?
‘He keeps picturing me in various scenarios, if you know what I mean. I know he’s doing it on purpose just to wind me up.’
Well, he does likes you.
‘What’s not to like?’ Beth replies and then giggles.
I thought you two were already, you know…close.
‘He wishes. We’re not that close, but we have made out.’
And that’s not close?
‘Well, it’s not as close as he would like.’ Beth chuckles. ‘Anyway, how about you and hunkypants? Have you two….you know?’
No. I sigh as I channel hop.
‘Ooh, do I detect regret?’
I can feel blood rising to my cheeks as a major blush begins to build.
‘I’ll leave you to your thoughts then. Toodles.’
Bye. I open my eyes and look at a commercial for Trojan condoms. I close my eyes again and sigh. Before I can stop myself, I’m picturing Mitchell in his shorts. His hard muscular shoulders, and chiseled chest above me, as he kisses me. I quickly open my eyes and realize I’m breathing hard. I get up and go into the kitchen, and make myself a sandwich. There’s some cold pastrami in the refrigerator. So I grab some, and a pickle, and some Monterey Jack cheese slices. I make the sandwich while trying to control my breathing, and my thoughts. My heart feels heavy in my chest, and butterflies are having a field day in my tummy as I take my sandwich to the kitchen table and sit down. I focus on the taste as I chew slowly. I savor the sharpness of the pickle next to the peppered beef. The cheese is nice and mature, so it helps to balance the sharpness and the pepper. The sandwich helps a little, but I’m hungry for something else. Something I can’t have. 
I get up from the table, and walk to the sink and look out of the window. The sky is slightly overcast, so it might rain later. I grab a can of Cherry Coke from the refrigerator, and then head back into the living room. I see that there’s nothing really on, just some talk shows now. So I switch the TV off and go upstairs. I creep softly to my room, so as not to wake Dad, and close my door quietly. I put the can on my side table and go to my closet. I take out my purple leather catsuit, with the white stars that Jessica sewed on to it, to cover the bullet holes, and take them into my bathroom. 



I hang it on the shower rail, and then go back into my room and grab the can of glue spray from my dresser. I open the middle drawer and grab a bag of blue glitter, and then take both into the bathroom. I put the bag of glitter on the sink, near the faucet. Then give the can of glue spray a good shake. I spray the entire costume with the glue. Then grab the bag of blue glitter, and begin to throw handfuls of the glitter at my costume. In a few seconds, the costume is looking good and sparkly again. I take my can and glitter back into my room and put them away. Then I open the window to let out the fumes. I leave my costume hanging in the bathroom, and go to my comic book chest and grab a dozen comic books. Batman, Superman, The Superior Spider-Man, The Avengers and some Justice League comics. I pile them on the pink carpet next to my bed, and then lie on my bed and grab the top one, Superman, issue 4 of Infinite Crisis. 
 
I hear Dad starting to get up after two O’clock, so I get up and go downstairs.
“Hi, Dad.” I greet him as he stands in the hall yawning.
“Hi, Pumpkin.” 
I notice his left hand is bandaged. 
“What happened?” I ask and point to his hand.
“Oh, this.” He says and lifts his left hand. “It’s nothing. How was it last night?”
“It was okay.” I shrug.
He yawns and then heads downstairs. “No one bothered you, did they?” He asks at the bottom of the stairs.
“No.” I lie and shake my head.
“Good.” He says and then heads to the kitchen.
I go into the living room and switch on the television, and change the channel to CNN. I was hoping they would show the St Patrick’s Day parade. But instead a reporter is standing near the Lincoln Memorial in Washington D.C. and is talking about the President’s latest policy about global terrorism. Seeing the white marble steps brings a flood of memories. Zack lost his life there, not far from where the reporter is now standing. What have I been doing? I’ve been so fixated on Mitchell, that I’ve forgotten the bigger picture. The producer, Paul Thomas Richardson, is next on my list. I try to remember his face from the pictures I saw on my laptop. As soon as my sentence is over, he’ll be getting a visit from me and Beth.
 
Six O’clock approaches, and I look out the window as Mitchell silently arrives with the car through the pouring rain.
“Well, time to go. Bye, Dad.” I say as I grab my raincoat.
“Take care, Pumpkin.”
“You too. No more injuries, okay.” I say and hug him.
“I’ll try.” He chuckles.
I close the door behind me and hop down the steps. Mitchell leans over and opens the door for me, and I quickly get in out of the rain.
“Hey.” Mitchell greets me with a grin, and reaches down and takes my hand.
I lean over and kiss him deeply. Oh, how I have missed him today.
“Ready?” I ask as I pull away.
“Yep.” He chuckles and plays the tape with the car engine rumbles on.
He puts his feet down through the hole, and starts to walk the car forward, before picking up speed.
“I missed you today.” I say quietly, and reach over to stroke his arm.
“I missed you too.” He says and sighs. 
“You just have to be more careful in school. Save the heroics for the street, okay?” He says, and gives me a crooked smile before looking back at the road.
“I promise.” I say. “I can’t stand being grounded. There’s so much to do.” I say quietly, more to myself than to Mitchell.
We get to the red-bricked gymnasium, where the soup kitchen is, with just a few minutes to spare. So I spend those precious moments making out with Mitchell. 
I’m nibbling his left ear gently when I notice the time. I pull away reluctantly.
“Well. See you.” I grumble and exit the car.
I walk quickly to the gym entrance, and then turn and wave as Mitchell walks the car away. I head inside and begin prepping the gym hall.
 
I see the same sad faces, and a bunch of new ones. But the night passes uneventfully.
The next day is pretty much the same. Bored brainless while Dad sleeps, and my friends patrol the city in twos while I mope over a tub of chocolate ice cream.
 
Monday in school is a bit better. At least I have other people to talk to now. But I’m chomping at the bit to get out there. I miss the feeling of flying. Of having nothing beneath my feet but air and cloud. Nothing but the sound of the wind, and the occasional airplane or helicopter. 
By the end of the week, I’m almost counting the minutes, like a convict awaiting my release. 
Saturday comes, and I get dressed in a red and white striped sleeveless top, and my cherry colored jeans. Pull on some white ankle socks and my white and red Nikes, and then head downstairs to face judgment. Have I been punished enough?
“Hi, Dad.” I say as I walk slowly into the kitchen.
“Good morning.” He answers as he sips his coffee.
I grab my purple cereal bowl and pour some Coco Pops in.
“It looks like a nice day outside.” I observe suggestively, as I pour some milk into my bowl.
“Yes, it is.” Dad says as I bring my bowl over to the kitchen table, and sit down.
I shovel a few spoonful’s of Coco Pops in my mouth, while I wait for Dad to get the hint.
“So, what have you got planned today, hmm?” Dad says as he looks over his mug of coffee at me.
I can see he’s smiling.
“Am I free?” I ask.
He laughs and nods. “I release you.”
“Thank you.” I gush, and then quickly finish my cereal.
“You do know why I had to punish you, right?”
“Yes, Dad. It won’t happen again.” I promise, and take my bowl to the sink.
“Have fun.” He calls out after me as I run past him to the hall.
I hurry upstairs and pack my costume into my Chinese lucky cat backpack. I pack my contact lens case, my purse, and my cell phone. I open the top drawer of my dresser, and grab the slip of paper with the producer’s address. I shove it in my back pocket, and then shoulder my backpack and head back downstairs.
“Bye, Dad.” I call out before closing the front door behind me.
I walk quickly down the paved sidewalk until I get to the corner. The sky is a beautiful deep blue, and there is hardly a cloud in sight. Perfect weather for flying. 
I secure the backpack in place, and then begin to run slowly along the sidewalk. I pass other people as they enjoy the sunshine. There’s too many people around to blaze just yet, so I just jog along at a quick pace as I head to Mitchell’s neighborhood. I stop outside his parent’s double-fronted property. His dad’s black pickup is parked on their driveway in front of the garage. I’m grinning like an idiot as I hurry up the path to the house. I press the doorbell and wait eagerly. The door opens after a few minutes. It’s Mitchell’s mom. She’s a dainty woman, not much taller than me. Her black hair is tied back in a ponytail, and she’s wearing a mint-green dress. She smiles as she recognizes me.
“Oh, hi, Britney.” She says in a soft friendly voice, so much like my mom’s. 
“Hi, Mrs Reed. Is Mitchell home?” I ask.
“Come on in, honey.” Mrs Reed says and holds the door while I step inside.
“Sweetheart. Britney’s here.” Mrs Reed calls upstairs.
I hear a door open upstairs, and then Mitchell is hurrying downstairs.
“Hi. Wow, you’re free again.” He says as he greets me with a hug.
“Free? You haven’t been getting into trouble, have you, Britney?” Mrs Reed asks.
I hold my finger and thumb up, and press them together. “Just a little.” I say bashfully.
“Well, no misbehaving under my roof. Okay?” She says and smiles.
“It’s far too nice to stay indoors.” I say and open the door.
“Have you got enough cash on you?” Mrs Reed asks Mitchell.
He nods and grabs my hand. I pull him along as I hurry to the sidewalk.
“Have fun.” His mom calls out after us as we walk quickly along the sidewalk.
As soon as we’re out of sight, I turn and launch myself at him. I take him by surprise as I kiss him, then I feel his arms around me, and he kisses me back. I open my eyes as we kiss, and look around us. A middle-aged man is collecting the morning paper nearby. As he bends down to pick up the newspaper, I launch us both skywards. I hurtle up so quickly, that in seconds we’re already several thousand feet up. I stop and hover in the air, and continue kissing Mitchell. He stops and opens his eyes. He looks around, and then laughs.
“I thought I felt something.” He says.
“Mmm, I think I felt something too.” I purr and watch him blush.
I laugh, and then reach down and scoop him up into my small arms. I fly us east towards Lake Michigan while he composes himself.
“Beach?” He asks as I carry him through the air.
“Beach.” I reply and pitch forward and begin to descend slowly.
I fly us over the skyscrapers that stand proudly along Michigan Avenue, and swoop down playfully towards the John Hancock center. I fly by the building’s spires and head towards the open water. There’s already a lot of people on the beach, and some are already getting their boats ready for sailing. I see an empty area of sand away from the crowds, and drop like an anvil out of the sky. I hit the compacted sand hard and feel my feet dig into the ground. I lower Mitchell to the sand, and then pull my feet up out of the two small holes I’ve made. Mitchell chuckles and takes my hand as we walk towards the water, as I shake the sand from my gym shoes.
“How did it go, while I was imprisoned?” I ask.
“Oh, you mean crime-fighting?” He asks, and I nod. 
“It’s been really busy this past week. Ten muggings, six shootings, three hold-ups, and twelve burglaries.”
“Wow.” I answer in shock. They have been busy.
“That’s just the ones we dealt with. I’m sure there must have been more.” Mitchell says, and then sits down on the sand, and lies back with his arms behind his head. I lie down next to him and snuggle into his side.
“But no deaths?” I ask.
“Not that I’m aware of.”
“Good.” I say and take a deep breath.
“Did you really mean what you wrote?” Mitchell asks and cranes his neck to look at me.
“Yes.” I reply firmly. Never again. No more deaths in Chicago. No more stabbings, no more shootings, no more rapes. I’m making a stand.
“You can’t be everywhere at once.” He says quietly, cautiously.
“I know. But if we work together, we can cover more ground.” I say.
“We can’t protect people twenty-four seven.”
“I know.” I grumble into his chest. “We just do what we can. If we do it often enough, who knows, maybe all of the idiots will get the message.” I say.
“Maybe.”
“Speaking of idiots.” I say. “We still got a huge one to find.” I add.
Mitchell chuckles darkly. “The criminal mastermind?”
“Hey, don’t give him too much credit.” I complain.
“Okay, so the mysterious figure who planned all of those diabolical things.” He corrects himself.
“Yeah. Once he’s behind bars, then maybe I can get some closure.” I say quietly, and lift my cheek from his chest and look into his brown eyes. “You do want him to pay for what he’s done?” I ask.
“Of course. I’d like to break his arms and legs.” Mitchell replies quickly and runs his fingers through my long brown hair.
“Not if I get to him first.” I smirk.
“Who’s next on the list?” He asks.
“The producer, in New York.” I reply.
“I hope he knows more than the last guy.”
“I hope so too. Following a trail of bread crumbs is so annoying.” I say.
I roll off, and lie on my back and look up at the cloudless blue sky. A white gull flies overhead, on its way over towards the water.
“I miss feeling the warmth of the sun.” Mitchell says sadly next to me.
“I know. Me too.” I say, and then slowly stand up.
“Going so soon?” Mitchell asks as he looks up at me.
“I’ve been waiting all week to go to New York. I can’t wait any longer.” I say and hold out my hand to him.
He takes my hand, and I pull him to his feet with ease. I start walking towards the footpath.
“Where are we going?” Mitchell asks as he catches up with me.
“Beth’s.” I say as I begin to jog.
“New York, huh?” Beth asks as I carry her through the sky.
“Yep.” I answer as I overtake an airplane heading east.
Beth waves at the startled passengers who are pressing their faces against the windows. We’re both wearing our costumes, so I don’t worry too much. Her white leather catsuit does reflect the sunlight a little too much, though. I could use some sunglasses. We soon leave the aircraft far behind as I accelerate more. We’re ten minutes out from Chicago, and according to Beth’s GPS information on her cell phone, we’re now flying over Pittsburgh, Pennsylvania. New York is not far away now.
“I hope he’s home.” Beth calls out over the wind.
“He’d better be.” I shout.
“What if he’s not?” Beth shouts back.
“I guess you’ll have to do some snooping.” I shout.
I look down at her cell phone. We’re coming up on Harrisburg. I begin to descend slowly, so that we have time for the ice to melt from us. A thin layer of ice began building up a few minutes back. As we get lower, the ice begins to melt slowly. Beth’s shoulder length light-brown hair begins to get damp, and starts to look darker. I stop and hover to allow the water to drip from us. The moisture is making Beth slippery, so I hold her upright, and let the wind dry her. After a few minutes, we’re a bit drier, so I scoop her legs up and cradle her again in my small arms as I fly us east. 
We’re still a few thousand feet up, when I hear a faint roar. After a few seconds, the roaring begins to get louder. I look around, but it’s Beth who sees them first.
“What is it?” I ask urgently.
“Jets. Fighter jets. Two of them.” Beth calls back as she gazes over my shoulder.
“Oh, great.” I moan. “Can you let them know that we’re friendly?” I ask.
“I’ll try.” Beth answers as I begin to pick up speed again.
“Boy, they’re pissed.” Beth says after a few seconds.
“Did you try and explain?” I ask.
“Yeah, but I think I made things worse. They’re freaked out.”
“What are they doing now?” I ask.
“They’re talking to their commanding officer.” Beth says, and then I see her eyes narrow as she looks at them. “Oh, no. They’re asking permission to engage.”
“That doesn’t sound good.” I answer and look around me. 
Of course, there’s nowhere to hide up here.
“They’ve got the green light. Get us out of here!” Beth screams in my face.
I groan and accelerate. I lose them for a few seconds, then I hear the roar of their engines behind me, along with another sound. My head explodes in pain, and I hear the familiar ringing in my ears for a split second. Uh, oh.
“They’re firing!” Beth shouts, and ducks her head as bullets wiz by around us.
Let’s see how agile they are. I arch my back and head upwards and accelerate faster. I hear the sonic boom behind me as I rocket towards the upper atmosphere.
Are they following?
‘Yeah, but they’re quite far below. Still climbing though.’
The sky is crystal clear with hardly any clouds for hundreds of miles. As I climb, I look down past Beth’s shoulder at the earth far below. I see a glimmer of blue and white further to the east, and smile. The ocean. We’re not far now.
The smile vanishes as I get the short warning in my head again. Something hard slams into my right foot. The impact makes my foot go numb instantly, then something hard hits my left calf.
‘They’re firing again!’ Beth’s frightened voice almost shouts inside my head.
“You think!” I yell, then another bullet hits me in the middle of my back.
“Aagh!”
The pain and the force of the impact makes me drop Beth, as I find myself flung forward and go head over heels. I look down at the fighters shooting at me as I hang upside down in the air, only dimly aware of Beth’s screams as she drops from the sky like a white pebble.
I plunge downwards headfirst, and dodge the bullets as they rocket up towards me. I then hear the roar of the guns as I get closer. 
I stick my middle finger up at one of the fighter pilots as I rocket past him on my way to catch Beth before she hits the ground. I catch up with her after a few more seconds, and catch her in my arms. She cries and hugs my neck tightly. I continue flying down, and then bank right and head south. In all of the craziness, we’ve overshot New York, and are now over the Atlantic. I make a wide turn to the south and then head back west. I skim the mighty waves as I hurtle towards our destination. The crash and boom of the waves is soothing; but my body is exploding with pain. My back is killing me, and I can’t feel my right leg.
“Do you see them?” I ask Beth through clenched teeth.
“No.” She answers amid sobs.
“I see a beach.” I call out, as feeling begins to come back into my right foot. 
The feeling is agony, and tears start to leak from my eyes, and I gasp for breath.
“I think it’s Brighton Beach. We’re close to Brooklyn.” I hear Beth say, but I’m finding it hard to focus on anything.
I waver a bit in the air, and then as we reach the beach, I fall to the sand and collapse. I hear a few shouts and calls of alarm, but I feel myself slipping away.
“Cosmic Girl?” I hear a man’s voice say. 
Then everything goes dark, and I slip into oblivion.
 



 
Twenty Five
 
 
When I open my eyes, I’m still outdoors. I can hear the blare of car horns somewhere. I groan and lift my head, but it feels like it’s weighed down with boulders. Where am I?
“You okay?” I hear a man’s voice speak.
Sounds like the same guy I heard before I blacked out.
“Where am I?” I ask.
“My place.” The man says, then I hear some movement, and a man in his thirties crouches over me. 
There’s something about him which is familiar somehow. He smiles, but looks concerned. “You okay?” He asks again.
“Who are you?” I ask, and try to get up, but it feels like every muscle is hurting.
“I’m Reilly.”
“Where’s….my friend?” I ask cautiously.
“She’s inside getting some chow.” He answers and points behind me.
I turn my head slowly, and see that I’m on a balcony. Glass doors behind me are open, and inside I can see Beth, still in her white catsuit, eating a bowl of noodles with a fork.
I ease myself up into a sitting position, and rub my aching back.
“Your friend told me what happened. Typical, huh?” He says and holds out his hand to me. 
“Yeah. I guess my last visit was less expected.” I grumble, as I take his hand and try and get up. “Ow!” I groan, and manage to get up on to one knee.
“Come on, almost up.” Reilly says and tugs on my arm.
I take a deep breath, and then force my body to stand up. I stand for a few seconds, and wait for my stomach to settle before attempting any more movement.
“They really shot you?” Reilly says and puts his arm around my shoulders.
“Yep.” I reply, then try and move one leg forward gently.
The scene suddenly makes me laugh. Here I am, trying to walk, as some strange guy supports me, when this morning I was flying through the clouds like an eagle.
I stop and burst out laughing.
“What the hell is so funny?” Beth asks from the glass doors.
I look up and grin, then cry out in pain again.
“Well, she lives.” Reilly says, and steps back as Beth comes over and helps me into the living room.
As Beth helps me to sit down in a soft looking green couch, Reilly walks in, and then stops near a fake looking fire and watches me with keen blue eyes.
“So why is the Air Force shooting at Cosmic Girl?” Reilly asks Beth.
“I wish I knew.” I grumble and relax into the couch.
“They were scared.” Beth says, and then turns and faces Reilly. 
“We’re different. That scares them.” Beth adds.
“Thank you, Reilly.” I say meekly, and try to smile.
“You’re welcome.” Reilly says as he watches me.
“Why did you help us, anyway?” Beth asks and folds her arms.
“She helped me once.”
“I don’t remember you.” I groan.
“Well, you wouldn’t, would you. You were busy dealing with those bank robbers.”
“You were at the bank?” I ask.
He nods, and smiles at me. “You were amazing. Fearless. Had I known then, that you weren’t bullet proof, I would have been even more impressed.”
“No one must know!” I cry out, and then groan and rub my leg.
“Hey, I’m not telling anyone. Your secrets safe.” Reilly says quickly, and then walks towards me and kneels down.
He takes my hand and brushes some hair away from my masked face.
“I’ve been wanting an opportunity to see you again. To say, thank you.” He lifts my purple gloved-hand, and kisses the back of my hand.
“Just trying to help.” I mutter as the room starts to spin.
“And this is the thanks you get?” He mutters under his breath, and then kisses my hand again and stands up.
“You know, you’re a lot shorter than I remember.” Reilly says and chuckles as I frown at him.
“Look, Romeo, we aren’t sightseeing. We’re here to find someone.” Beth says.
“Who?” He asks.
“Paul Thomas Richardson.” Beth says as she stands protectively near me.
“The movie producer?”
“That’s right.”
“Why are you looking for him?”
“Let’s just say there’s blood on his hands, and leave it at that.” Beth says.
“Okay.” Reilly says and holds up his hands.
“I-Spy. Calm down, please.” I mutter as I close my eyes for a second.
“Do you know him?” Beth asks quietly.
“I know of him, but I don’t know him.”
“Any idea where we might find him, if he’s not at home?”
“You know where he lives? Must be bad, if you’re after him, huh?”
I nod slowly. “Can you help?” I ask.
“Most people know where the Hollywood big wigs are in New York. There’s a restaurant in Manhattan, where you’ll usually find some of them meeting at. It’s called The Razzle, I think. ”
“Can you take us there?” I ask.
“You’re in no condition to travel.” Reilly cautioned me.
“He’s right.” Beth says and looks down at me.
“What time is it?” I ask.
“4:32 p.m.” Beth says.
“Give me a couple of hours. Okay?” I ask and then fall asleep before they answer.
 
“Hey, wake up.” I hear Beth’s voice whisper in my ear.
I hear another voice. A woman’s voice, and she sounds angry.
“What the hell are they doing here?”
“She was hurt. I couldn’t just leave her on the beach.” I hear Reilly reply from the next room.
“She doesn’t look hurt. Do you really think I’m that stupid?”
“Please, Sonia, let me explain. She really is Cosmic Girl.”
“I don’t care what she calls herself. I want her out of here, and I mean right now.”
“She’s not staying, just resting up. She’ll be going when she feels better.”
“And how about how I feel?”
“Don’t make this into something it’s not. I thought you knew me better than this?”
“I thought I knew you too.” The woman’s voice says, and then I hear a door slam shut.
“Uh, oh.” Beth says quietly and sits down next to me. “You okay?”
My head still feels a little groggy, but the worst of the pain is gone, now I just feel bruised, instead of broken. I nod my head.
“Where are we? Are we still in Brooklyn?” I ask.
“No. Reilly’s apartment’s in Long Beach.” Beth whispers.
“How did we get here?” I whisper back.
“He has a boat.” 
“Really?” 
Reilly walks slowly into the room from another doorway. He looks a little shell-shocked.
“I’m sorry.” I say and begin to get up. “We’ll be going now.” I say and gingerly take a step forward. 
My leg doesn’t explode in pain, so that’s a good sign.
“Hey, don’t worry about it. Just a misunderstanding.” Reilly says and waves his hand dismissively.
“She’s lucky to have you.” I say, then hover off the wooden floor, and kiss him on the cheek.
He smiles, and reaches up with his right hand and strokes my cheek.
“Thank you.” Reilly says.
I hover away and land back on to the wooden floor.
“So, where’s this restaurant?” Beth asks.
 
The restaurant is on Madison Avenue in Manhattan, across the street from the rear of St Patrick’s cathedral. A pretty low-key location for Hollywood big shots to talk shop over a rib-eye steak. 
I fly us to Central Park, and we quickly change back into our plain clothes behind some bushes. I slip my color contact lenses in, and then shoulder my backpack again. 
We then walk out of the park and head down 5th Avenue. We make a left at St Patrick’s cathedral, and walk along the sidewalk to the rear of the grand old stone building. We stand and stare across the street at the restaurant, The Razzle. 
The sky is beginning to darken, and the sun has sunk below the skyscrapers behind us, bathing the entire block in shadow. The lights are on in the restaurant, and we can see people sitting and talking. One woman is sitting on her own at a table. She wears a posh black and white suit, and dark sunglasses as she sips a glass of something sparking. I wonder who she is? 
“Angelina Jolie.” Beth says next to me as she leans against a wall.
“Really?” I ask. 
Then I notice her lips. Oh, yeah, it is her.
“Is Paul….what’s-his-face here?” I ask.
“Give me a second.” Beth says and focuses on the restaurant.
I wait for a few minutes, while she does a good impression of a street statue. I pull off my backpack and reach inside for my purse. I get the small card out, and flip it over and read the phone number again. I slip the card into my rear jean pocket, then put my purse back inside, and close the backpack, and slip it back over my shoulders.
“I might have something…” Beth murmurs, then closes her eyes. “His name’s been mentioned. Someone’s thinking about him. Something about a film he’s producing.” Beth says and then opens her eyes.
“Come on, guys. Get on with it.” Beth moans in frustration, and continues to stare across the street at the restaurant. “Ha. He’s here.” Beth says in surprise.
I begin limping across the street towards the restaurant. Beth catches up with me.
“You’re not just going to barge in there are you?” Beth asks.
“Of course.” I say and open the glass doors. “Stay here, please. I need you to scan his little pea brain.” I say and hobble inside.
“Do you have a reservation?” A young woman in a smart orange suit asks, as she sees me approaching.
“I’m here to see Paul Richardson. I’m a courier. I have a package for him. It’s very urgent.” I say in my best serious voice.
“Wait here, please.” The woman says, then disappears amongst the tables.
I see her stop near a large round table in the corner. Three men in suits are sitting around it. One of the men looks up at the woman in the orange suit as she bends down to speak to him. He looks over at me, and then waves me over. 
Bingo! 
I hobble over to the corner table, and the woman in the orange suit passes me as she walks quickly back to the reception desk. I check the man who waved me over as I get closer. 
Just like his picture I saw before. Short blond hair combed back, which is starting to go white around his temples. He’s wearing thin round wire-framed glasses, which he takes off as I get closer. He’s wearing a dark grey suit, unbuttoned, and the sleeves are pushed back up his forearms, exposing his navy blue shirt. His tanned face creases as he smiles up at me.
“Hello there, little lady. You have something for me?” He asks in a slow southern drawl. Kind of reminds me of an older Josh Lucas.
“Yes.” I say and reach into my back pocket, and pull out the card with the number he had written on it for Tony Bardino’s goon, Rick. 
“Here.” I say and pass the card to him.
“What is this?” Paul Richardson asks as he looks at the card. Then his expression changes when he sees his own hand-writing.
“You see, my friend, Rick, has been having trouble getting hold of your employer. He was expecting more money for the job he did…”
“I’ll be right back, gentlemen.” Paul says, and then gets up and beckons me to follow him.
He walks quickly over to the entrance to the washrooms, and then turns on me. He towers over me. He’s taller than Mitchell.
“What the hell are you playing at coming here like this?” He asks.
“Like I said, Rick is expecting more money for the job he did for you and your employer.” I say coolly.
“Let’s get one thing straight right away. I don’t have an employer. I employ, I am not employed.”
“Whatever. The number you gave Rick was not your number, was it? So who’s was it?” I ask.
His expression turns cold and hard.
“That’s none of your god damn business.”
“Rick wants to know, so he can shake the money from whoever it is.” I say, unfazed by his anger.
“Well, you can tell Rick, that he’s going have to get used to disappointment.”
“It’s not wise to piss off the mob, you know.”
“The mob?” He asks.
“You didn’t know? Who else would take on the job you offered him?” I say and chuckle at his stupidity.
“Hey, I didn’t offer him the job. I just put him touch with the guy who did.”
“And that was?” I ask and gesture with my hand for him to spill the beans.
“I….I can’t say.”
“Can’t, or won’t?” I ask.
“Take your pick. This meeting’s over.” He says roughly, then turns on his heel and stomps back to his table. 
He smooth’s his suit jacket, and then sits back down again, with a big smile like nothing’s happened. He could win an Oscar with his performance. Well, that got to him. He’s scared of someone more than the mob. How bad can this guy be? 
I limp back to the entrance and head outside. Beth is sitting on the sidewalk with her feet in the street. I sit down next to her.
“Well, that was interesting.” Beth says and looks at me with a strange expression.
“Did you get anything?” I ask, and hold my breath.
My mouth hangs open when I see her shake her head.
“He clammed up as soon as you asked about his contact.”
“Damn it!” I scream and stand up. “I’m gonna tear him a new one, if he doesn’t tell me, right now!” I say and stomp towards the entrance.
“No. Stop.” Beth urges, and grabs me from behind, and pulls me back to the street. “Calm down, for crying out loud, girl.” Beth says in my ear as she struggles to pull me back.
“There’s always later. Come on, we better leave before they call the fuzz.” Beth says and pulls my arm, tugging me to the right.
I let her pull me along the sidewalk, and then begin to hobble next to her as I try and control my breathing.
“He’s scared now, right?” Beth says, and I nod numbly. “Right. And people do stupid things when they’re scared. We’ll wait, and watch, and see what he does next.”
“Okay.” I grumble. I then stop and point my finger at her face. “But if he doesn’t help in anyway, I’m gonna break something. And I would prefer it to be his legs.”
“Okay, okay. I’m on your side, Britney.”
“I know.” I take a deep breath. “I’m sorry. It’s just that I really thought this would be it. We would finally have a name, or an address or something.” I say and throw my arms up in frustration.
“I need you to calm down. Can you do that for me?” Beth asks gently.
I nod and close my eyes.
“God, I’m hungry.” I say as I open my eyes and look around.
“Well, we can’t go back there.” Beth chuckles.
“Can’t afford those prices anyway. The minestrone soup was $25.” I say.
“Wow. Do they give you a gold spoon to eat it with?” Beth says and lets out a deep breath.
“I bet it’s not that good either.” I grumble, as my stomach growls louder.
“How long do you think they’re gonna be?” Beth asks.
“They were having a salad at the time. So, I don’t know.” I say.
“It might have been a starter. So they could still be a long time. I say we go grab a bite, and then continue the steak-out.” Beth suggests.
“Mmm, steak…” I murmur as I follow Beth along the sidewalk.
We find a café a block away, and I get myself a pastrami sandwich with the works on it. I finish it as we walk along, then pop into another shop, and buy a beautiful little pastry and a large cappuccino to go. The pastry is amazing. flaky layers of pastry, topped with a cream which tastes like peach, with fresh pears on top drizzled with chocolate sauce. I don’t know why, but everything tastes better with chocolate. I wash it all down with some of the frothy cappuccino, and then we walk slowly back towards St Patrick’s cathedral. My foot has almost fully healed, so my limp is just a slight hobble now. We stop at the corner and look up the sidewalk at the restaurant a hundred feet away.
“He still in there?” I ask Beth.
She waits, then turns to me and nods. “They’re discussing an action movie that’s going to be set in Russia. Paul’s talking to the director, and the casting director. A few names come up.” Beth says and shrugs.
“Whatever.” I grumble and sit down on the sidewalk and rest my aching back against a wall.
I sip my cappuccino, and look at my legs as I stretch them out in front. I swivel my feet and flex my toes experimentally. Nice to know my feet are tough as well. 
I take another sip and look up at the sky above us, as it begins to change color. The dark blue is now changing to a lovely purple. I crane my head and look to my left past Beth, and see the sky in the west beginning to glow red.
“What time is it?” I ask.
Beth checks her cell phone. “Almost seven.” Beth says and then sits down next to me.
“What are they thinking about now?” I ask.
“Desserts.”
“Good. That means we shouldn’t have to wait much longer. I hope.” I say and sip my cappuccino.
Beth takes a swig from her bottle of mineral water, and then notices her white catsuit showing on her forearms. She pulls the sleeves of her cherry top down more, to cover the white.
“I’m sorry I dropped you earlier.” I say and touch her shoulder.
“At least you caught me again. No harm done.” She says and sighs. “But let’s not do that again, huh?”
“Definitely. It’s not on my list of all-time favorite experiences.” I say, and Beth chuckles.
“Those bullets sure pack a wallop.” I say and rub my back.
“I thought you’d died.” Beth says and reaches down and holds my hand. “I thought I might have to tell everyone that you’d been killed.”
“Stupid Air Force.” I grumble and pat her hand. “I’ll be more careful next time.” I say.
She nods, and leans over and gives me a hug. I hug her with one arm, and then pull away as she whips her head around and looks back at the restaurant.
“They’re skipping dessert. They’re asking for the check.” Beth says.
I gingerly get up and finish the rest of my cappuccino.
“We better get off the street. We don’t want him to see us.” Beth says as she gets up from the sidewalk.
I crane my neck and look up at the buildings around us. There’s a tall hotel across the street from where we’re standing. The brownstone building is at least twenty five stories, and on the lower levels there are what look like steps several stories up, and then another one higher up. I grab Beth, and then wait for a yellow cab to pass, before launching up to the ledge about a hundred and fifty feet up. I land and set Beth down. We get changed back into our costumes, and then crouch and look down at the street, and watch the restaurant entrance. 
“Here they come.” Beth whispers. 
I watch as three men in suits emerge. 
They shake hands, and then two walk together back towards Madison Avenue, while the third man turns and walks down the street towards us. I notice his blond hair, and nudge Beth.
“That’s him.” I whisper to her.
She nods and peers over the ledge as he crosses the street and walks by the hotel. I look over the ledge and follow his blond head as he walks right beneath us. I see him reach into his suit, and pull out a cell phone.
“He’s making a call.” I whisper to Beth.
She stares after him, and her eyes narrow.
“He’s just calling his driver.” Beth says.
He walks to the end of the street, then turns and disappears around the corner. I wrap my arms around Beth, and then look up as I fly us towards the sky. I fly over the hotel and then hover over the street, and look down. He’s still on his cell phone. He’s now walking up Park Avenue, and I see him stop. He puts his cell phone away and then begins to pace back and forth on the sidewalk.
“You think he looks nervous?” Beth asks.
“I hope so.” I say, and watch as a long black limousine slows down and pulls over by the sidewalk near a clearly agitated Paul Thomas Richardson.
He yanks the rear passenger door open and climbs in, slamming the door shut behind him. 
The car pulls away and begins to drive south again briefly, before taking a sharp left turn, and then heads north up Park Avenue. I turn and begin to follow the car.
 I fly us higher, about a thousand feet up, and keep my eyes locked on the black limo as it weaves its way north through the traffic. After about fifteen minutes, the car turns right. I fly over the hotels and stores, and look ahead to where he’s headed. 
There’s an on-ramp up ahead that leads to a bridge. I notice the iron struts going across the top of the bridge, and then I recognize what bridge this is, when I see the cable car moving slowly next to the bridge as it crosses the dark river.
“Hey, this is the bridge they used in Spider-Man.” I say excitedly.
“What?” Beth grumbles. “Where’s the limo?” She asks as she tries to look down.
“There.” I say and point down at a small black object that’s moving towards the bridge.
I stop and hover over the Queensboro Bridge as we wait for the black limo to catch up with us. 
“He’s heading home.” Beth says. “Let’s head over and wait for him.” Beth suggests.
“Okay. But you’re navigating.” I say and then take off over the river and fly east.
We fly over Queens, and then Beth tells me to turn left and fly a little more north.
“Okay, slow down. We’re not far.” Beth says as she looks at her cell phone.
We’re flying over some clay tennis courts and some baseball fields. I can see far below, some tree lined streets and some tall apartment complexes.
“Turn left.” Beth says and points.
I bank left, and fly us slowly north as Beth gazes at her cell phone. We fly over the streets and head on past an industrial area. Then we fly past the complex and over some trees, and head on towards a more residential looking area. I start to see houses now, and some have pools in the back yard. We continue for a few more minutes, and then Beth checks her cell phone one more time, and then switches it off and slips it inside her left white leather boot. 
“That one.” Beth says and points down.
In the backyard, two teenage boys are throwing a football to each other, while an older woman lounges in the large rectangular swimming pool.
“You’re sure?” I ask.
“Yep.” Beth replies.
We then wait for Paul Thomas Richardson to arrive. Traffic must have been bad, because we’re waiting in the air above his house for at least an hour before I see the black limo’s headlights turn on to the street.
“Well, it’s about time!” Beth grumbles.
The sun has sunk far in the west, and the sky is now a very dark purple. 
I’d be almost invisible, if it weren’t for Beth in her bright white costume.
“You know. White is not a great color for you.” I say as I watch the limo pull to a stop outside the house.
“What do you mean? I look fabulous.” Beth replies.
I chuckle quietly as I watch Mr Richardson get out and head towards the house. The black limo reverses off the drive, and then turns and heads north. I hear the door close faintly far below, and then the two boys in the backyard say something to the woman. She climbs out of the pool, and then lights a cigarette. 
Ten minutes later, and Mr Richardson emerges into the backyard, and walks over to the woman.
“This is boring.” I moan as I watch the scumbag play happy families. “Can’t I just break his legs and speed things up a bit?” I ask Beth.
“Don’t be silly. Don’t you want to protect people, huh? Help them? Not break people’s legs, and have the police after you.” Beth says and laughs.
“I know. It’s just…I know this man is no good.” I say.
“But what has he done, really?” Beth asks. “He just gave someone’s number to a mobster.”
“Only, he didn’t know he was a mobster.” I add.
“Exactly. He’s hardly a criminal, Britney.” Beth says, and I sigh and have to agree with her.
“Okay. We do this your way. Which is what exactly?” I say.
Beth chuckles darkly. “Watch and learn, my young Padawan.” She says and rubs her white leather gloved-hands together. 
“I didn’t know you liked Star Wars.” I say in shock.
“A guilty pleasure.” Beth says. “Just don’t tell anyone else, okay?”
“Your secret is safe with me.” I say and grin.
Beth then cranes her neck and gazes down at the little family gathering below. I descend slowly until we’re only a few hundred feet up, and then stop again. I can just about make out what they’re saying now.
“Watch this.” Beth whispers, and winks up at me, and then looks back down.
“Did you say something, darling?” The woman asks as she puffs on a cigarette.
“No.” Mr Richardson says and sits down in a sun lounger.
I fly us to the right, so that we’re hovering over the house instead of the backyard.
“Oh. Who’s Ricky Morano, darling?” The woman asks.
“Ricky, who? I…I don’t know.” Mr Richardson replies hesitantly. “Where did you hear that name?” He asks, I can hear the worry in his voice.
“I don’t know. The name just popped into my head just now. Do you know him? I can’t remember him.” His wife asks, and looks at her husband. “Las Vegas?” She says. “Is he from Las Vegas?”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about. Have you been drinking again?” He asks, clearly irritated.
“Only a little.” She admits and then chuckles. “So why did you go to Vegas and see this Ricky Morano, darling?”
Mr Richardson gets up from the sun lounger and walks quickly indoors.
“Now let’s see what he does.” I whisper.
“He’s going to his office. A room near the front of the house.” Beth says.
“The loft.” Beth adds after a few more seconds.
I fly us to the front and then descend to the roof. I look down at the front of the house. There are three windows below us. I see a light come on in the window to the far right. I quickly hover over and wait. I hear Mr Richardson cursing as he slams a door. Then I hear him pick up something. Then I hear some buttons being pressed roughly.
“Yeah, it’s me.” I hear his agitated voice say. “Have you spoken to my wife today?”
“You’re sure?” Then there’s a pause. “I don’t know, but she knows stuff. And I didn’t tell her.”
I look at Beth and grin. Here we go.
“Look, I’m not panicking. But if you came home one day to find your wife asking questions, how would you feel?”
Beth chuckles quietly as we listen.
“You promised me that this was just business. What the hell am I involved in?”
I almost forget to breathe as I listen, and take a slow breath to calm my nerves.
“Did you know the friggin mafia are involved? What the hell is so funny?”
Beth looks at me and I give her the thumbs up. Good job, Beth.
“Hey, don’t talk to me like….what are you……burn in hell, Devlin, you freak!” Mr Richardson says and then slams the phone down.
I let out a gasp. Devlin?
“Who the hell is Devlin De Marco?” Beth asks.
“Holy guacamole!” I blurt out.
“Who’s there?” Mr Richardson calls out.
I fly down, and hover in front of his window as he approaches it, and throws open the curtains.
“What the hell?” He blurts out when he sees us, and then steps back.
I push the window open and fly inside.
“Hello, Mr Richardson.” I say as I hover in front of him while carrying Beth.
I drop Beth to the carpet, and she quickly walks to the door and bars his way.
“Who the hell are you?” He asks as he stares up at me.
“You don’t watch the news much, huh?” Beth says and I chuckle.
“I’m Cosmic Girl. This is I-Spy. We’re not here to hurt you.” I say as I grin from ear to ear.
“Why are you in my house?”
“We’re after someone who likes to kidnap and murder people.” I say.
“The joker you were just talking to, in fact.” Beth adds.
His eyes lower, and he lets out a deep sigh, and then sits down in an office chair near his desk.
“This friend of yours...” I begin. “…is responsible for causing the deaths of over forty people. The kidnapping and torture of at least fifty innocent people…”
“Okay, okay. I get it. Look, I didn’t know, okay.”
“Do you still want to be his friend?” I ask.
“No. Of course not.”
“Then here’s what you do. You call the F.B.I. field office here in New York, got it? And tell them everything you know. Have them relay the information to Agent Forest in Chicago. Can you do that?” I say.
He nods. I hover over to him, and wrap my arms around him and give him a hug.
“Thank you.” I whisper into his right ear. Then I pull away.
“And Devlin?” He asks.
“Leave him to me.” I say and hover over to the open window. 
Beth walks over and puts her hand on his shoulder.
“Thank you. You’re doing the right thing.” Beth says and then reaches up to me.
I take her hand and pull her up, and tuck my other arm under her legs, and cradle her as I float above his emerald green carpet.
“Where can I find him?” I ask him.
He shrugs his shoulders. “He could be anywhere. He has a dozen houses all over the world.”
I smile at him. “The world isn’t such a big place.” I say, and then turn in the air and fly towards the open window. 
“Call the F.B.I.” I remind him as I fly through the window and hover outside.
“Tell them that I know a lot more, and have information they might find interesting.” I say.
“Oh, and tell them that we’re the good guys. Friendlies. Got it?” Beth adds.
“Got it.” He says and turns to walk back to his desk, then he stops and looks at me again. “Be careful.” He warns us, then walks to his desk and picks up the phone.
I fly us up into the dark sky, and begin to fly us west, back home.
“Okay. Seriously, who the hell is Devlin De Marco?” Beth asks after we gain a few thousand feet.
“An actor.” I say, as I begin to accelerate.
“An actor?” Beth asks in shock.
“Yep.”
“No way.”
“Yes way. Do you know much about him?” I say.
“Not that much. You?” Beth replies.
“No. But my sister’s a huge fan.” I say.
“Bummer. What are you going to tell her?”
“The truth.”
 



Twenty Six
 
 
“No, it can’t be true!” Jessica practically yells in my face.
“I’m sorry, but it’s the truth.” I reply.
“He does lots of work for charities, and gives loads of money and equipment to various hospitals…”
“Well, he may do that. But he also blew some people up and kidnapped me. He was the one pulling all the strings, Jess.”
“It can’t be true.” Jessica says weakly, and sits down on my bed and cradles her head in her hands.
“How well can you know him, really?” I ask as I sit down next to her.
“He’s eccentric, extravagant maybe, but he’s not a killer. He wouldn’t harm anyone.”
“That’s just it, Jess. He didn’t pull a single trigger. It was done for him. He arranged it all, and other’s did his dirty work for him.”
“But why? Why would he do any of this, if it’s true? He was born into a wealthy family. They’re oil barons for crying out loud.”
“I don’t know all the answers yet, Jess. But I intend to find out.”
“What are you going to do?”
“What I must.” I answer grimly.
“I can’t believe this.” Jessica grumbles.
“Why are you defending him? It was your idea that I hunt down this creep.” I say angrily.
Jessica stands up and walks over to my dresser. 
“I don’t know. I just find it hard to believe, that’s all.”
“I can fly, and can punch through walls, but you have trouble with this?” I ask.
“He seemed so nice.” Jessica says and chuckles quietly.
“What is it?” I ask.
“Well, you’re going to go to his house, right?”
“Yeah.”
“Then I go too.”
“What? No way!” I say and stand up and walk to her. “This is dangerous, and you don’t have any powers Jess. What if something happened to you?”
“But nothing will happen to me, because you’re wrong about him.”
“You want proof?” I offer.
“I want to see the evidence.”
“What do you mean?” I ask.
“Well, if he’s as bad as you say, then there must be something to incriminate him at his house, right?”
“I hope so. But what if he’s there? I can’t risk anything happening to you.”
“I told you. Nothing will happen, because you’re wrong. He’s not involved.”
“Do you have a costume, or something to hide your face?” I ask.
“As a matter of fact, I do.” Jessica says and grins.
She walks out of my room, and I follow her as she heads into her bedroom. She kneels down on the carpet, and reaches under her bed. She pulls out a red plastic bag, and then stands up. She holds the bag upside down over her bed, and the contents spill out. It looks like a black catsuit, but with some metal plates covering the shins and the forearms. Jessica reaches down and picks up a masquerade mask similar to my own, only hers covers the entire face, and is black and covered in black sequins.
“You’re serious?” I ask.
“Deadly. I’m coming with you this time, whether you like it or not.”
“We’ll be going there on Saturday. So be ready.” I say.
“Sure thing.”
“This house of his. Where is it again?”
“Which one?” Jessica asks.
“I don’t know. Which one does he use the most?”
“Hard to tell. But he bought a big house in San Diego a few years back. It was all over the internet. It’s a replica of the house used in the Iron Man movies.”
“Really?”
“Yeah. He’s a huge fan. He idolizes Robert Downey Jnr, and wanted that house.”
“So what did he do?” I ask.
“He flew to the house on the cliffs in his helicopter. Landed in the street just outside, and knocked on their door. He offered them $100,000,000 there and then on the spot for their house.”
“Just for a house?”
“This is no ordinary house though, Britney. Like I said, it’s a replica of Tony Stark’s house.”
“You think he’ll be there?” I ask.
“Hard to say. He’s shooting a movie at the moment, so he could be anywhere.”
“Do you have the address?” 
“No one knows where it is exactly. I have a rough idea, though, and I know what it looks like.”
“Then you’re definitely coming.” I say.
“What time are we leaving?” Jessica asks.
“After breakfast.”
Jessica put her costume back in the red plastic bag, and shoves it under her bed again.
“Until Saturday, then.” Jessica says and then heads downstairs.



I stand and stare down at her bed. I feel nervous about bringing Jessica along. If anything happens to her, I will never forgive myself. I will have to be extra cautious. I have no choice. I turn and walk back into the hallway, and go back into my room and take off my costume. I fold it and place it in my comic book chest and close the lid. I get changed into some blue jeans and a white blouse, and then head back downstairs.
“Are you okay?” Dad asks as I walk past him.
“Hmm?” I mumble and turn to look up at him.
“You look like you’ve just seen a ghost.” Dad says jokingly.
“I’m fine.” I lie.
 
The next day is a school day, and I find it a welcome distraction. I focus on my classes, and make copious notes, much to Stuart’s surprise.
By lunch time, some of the dread I’m feeling is beginning to lift. Until...
“So, when do we raid this guy’s mansion?” Paul asks as he grins at Mitchell.
“Saturday, right?” Mitchell asks me.
I nod, and continue trying to chew a mouthful of my tuna-fish sandwich. It sticks in my throat as I try to swallow, and I chug on a bottle of lemonade to wash it down.
“Are you okay?” Stuart asks.
“There’s a complication.” I mutter.
“What do you mean?” Mitchell asks.
“We have a passenger.” I say and look at them sheepishly.
“Who?” Paul asks.
“My sister.” I reply.
“Why? It might be dangerous, Britney. She can’t come.” Mitchell says.
“I agree with you. But, she has to come. She won’t believe me that this is our guy. She has to see with her own eyes.”
“Oh, man. So we can’t really let rip?” Paul asks.
“We all have to be extra-careful. That’s all.” Stuart says, and I smile at him in thanks.
“What do we do when we get our hands on this guy?” Mitchell asks.
“Hand him over to the Feds.” I reply.
“We’re gonna need evidence.” Paul says.
“Exactly. So we need to be very careful while we’re there.” I say.
“I still can’t believe it’s him, though. He just doesn’t look the type.” Paul says and shakes his head.



“Don’t judge a book by its cover.” Stuart says.
“No kidding. Have you seen the guy? He looks like Johnny Depp, only not as cool.” Paul says.
“Never mind what he looks like. I just want to see him behind bars, where he belongs.” I say.
“Amen to that.” Beth says.
“So where do we meet?” Stuart asks.
“My dad’s scrap yard. Just after nine.” Mitchell replies, and we all nod in agreement.
People start leaving, so we finish our drinks and get up. 
I head to my next class with Stuart.
“Your sister’s not afraid of heights, is she?” Stuart asks with a smile.
“I don’t think so.” I say.
Stuart shrugs. “I guess we’ll find out.”
The week goes by so slowly. Jessica keeps pestering me about how we were getting there, and I keep telling her, “It’s a surprise.” 
The problem is trying to keep her subdued in front of Dad. She’s not normally this excited, so I keep having to calm her down, and remind her that if she blows this, then she won’t be coming at all. She eventually gets the message, and then it’s a case of trying to keep my own nerves in check. Dad looks like he senses something is amiss, and I find him looking at me oddly every now and then.
“You know you can talk to me, right?” Dad says over dinner.
I nod as I chew my food.
“If you’re having….issues…then, I’m here for you. Okay?” Dad says.
I hate that I have to keep lying to him, and I think it’s starting to show in my face now.
“A problem shared is a problem halved, as my Pop used to say.” Dad says.
I look down at my plate, and then look up at him and swallow.
“There are some things….that I can’t share with you.” I say, and the words feel like stones in my heart.
“Look, I know I’m not your Mom. And there are some things that I might never fully understand, but I’m here, and I’m the only one who is.”
“Dad, please. It’s not that, at all. You do a great job. But what I’m going through right now….well, it’s difficult.”
“Does it have anything to do with Mitchell?”
“No.”
“Okay.” He puts his knife and fork down, and wipes his mouth with a red napkin.
“Is it school?” He asks.
“No. I can’t say what it is right now. Hopefully, one day I will be able to. But not right now.”
He pushes his chair away from the table. “You’re not pregnant, are you?”
I chuckle in spite of his serious expression.
“No, Dad. It’s not that.”
“Why can’t you tell me?”
“It might change how you feel about me.” I say.
“Why, what have you done?”
“I can’t say. It pains me to say that, but I really can’t tell you. Not yet.” I say.
“Well, when you are ready…” He says and stands up. “…then, I’m here.” He says and then takes his dish to the sink.
Maybe when this is all over, then maybe I can tell him. But where do I begin?
I sigh and close my eyes.
 



It’s Friday, and tomorrow morning we’re going to settle this whole mess, one way or the other. Devlin is going to get a rude awakening.
I can’t wait to knock on that guy’s door.
 



Twenty Seven
 
 
I’m dimly aware of my bedroom door being opened, then I hear faint footsteps across my carpet. Then Jessica sits down on my bed and pats my shoulder.
“Come on, sleepy. Get up.”
I turn and look at her. She’s already in her black costume.
“Jess, we’re not going right away.” I say as I sit up in bed. “We need breakfast first. Put some clothes on.”
“Hurry up, then.” Jessica says and then leaves.
I climb out and close my bedroom door. Then I slip into my costume, and then put some clothes on over the top. A brown sweater and some black jeans. I put everything else in my Chinese lucky cat backpack, and then take it downstairs. Jessica is already sitting with a bowl of Coco Pops. I make myself a coffee, and some toast. I spread some apricot jam on my toast, and then sit down at the table across from Jessica. She is just finishing her cereal when we hear Dad coming down the stairs.
“Oh, hi. You’re both up early.” Dad says when he staggers into the kitchen.
“Morning, Dad.” I say as he goes to make himself a coffee.
“So, what are you doing today?” Dad asks.
Oh, you know, the usual. Fly to some guy’s house and arrest him with my friends.
“Nothing much really. I was thinking of going to Beth’s.” I lie, again.
“And you?” He asks Jessica.
“Hanging out with some friends from work.” Jessica says quickly, and then grabs her black Nike backpack. “See you later.” She says as she leaves the kitchen.
“Yeah, see you.” I say, and take another bite of my toast.
“You two seem to be getting along better.” Dad says as he sits down across from me.
I nod and smile as I chew.
“It’s good to see.” He says and takes a sip of his coffee.
I finish my toast, and then wash it down with my coffee. I get up from the table and head for the kitchen door.
“I love you, you know.” Dad says and looks at me.
“I know, Dad. And I love you too.” I say and then reach down and wrap my arms around his muscular neck. “Everything’s going to be fine.”
“Be good.” He says and pats my arm.
“I’ll try.” I say and kiss his stubbly cheek.
I grab my backpack and head outside. The sky is grey and overcast. The trees are swaying in the breeze as I walk down my street towards the corner, where I know Jessica will be waiting. I find her leaning against a wooden fence when I turn the corner. She shoulders her backpack and looks at me expectantly.
“Don’t scream.” I warn her.
I scoop her up in my small arms, and leap towards the heavens. The street is soon left behind as I fly south. I climb until we’re a few thousand feet up, and then rocket south.  After a few seconds, I begin my descent, and after just a few more seconds, I land within Mitchell’s dad’s scrapyard, next to the pile of motorcycle parts.
“Wow.” Jessica blurts out as she staggers over and then sits down on the dirt.
“Still want to come?” I ask as I remove my backpack.
“Of course.”
I unzip the backpack, and remove my normal clothes and tuck them inside, and remove my contact lens case and my mask. I remove the color lenses, and put them inside and then slip on my pink glittery eye mask. Jessica follows suit, and soon stands next to me in her black and metal costume, and black sequined face mask.
“Well, hello there, ladies.” I hear Paul’s voice, and turn and see him floating around the pile of scrap and land gently near us.
“Hey, I thought you couldn’t fly?” I ask.
“I wasn’t flying.” Paul says and points a white gloved finger to his right temple.
“Nice costume, Vlad.” Jessica says and giggles.
“Hey, I’m not a bloody vampire, alright. Geez!” Paul says and adjusts his red lined black cape.
“Yeah, sure.” Jessica chuckles.
There’s a rush of wind, and then a cloud of dirt is kicked up around us. When the cloud of brown dust settles, Stuart and Beth are standing there in their costumes.
“Hi, guys.” Jessica says and grins.
“And what do we call you?” Stuart asks.
“Metal Girl.” Jessica replies.
“Where’s Crash?” I ask.
“Here.” Mitchell calls out behind me.
I turn and see him push the dilapidated school bus towards us. It looks a bit cleaner than the last time I saw it. The burned interior has been replaced by some half-decent seats, which at least look comfortable.
“Okay, everyone on board.” Mitchell says as he opens the doors.
“I hope you all have your permission slips.” Paul says as he climbs on.
I hand Jessica my backpack as she climbs on board. Once everyone is on, they close the doors. I walk to the side of the bus and tap on the window where Paul is sitting.
“Hey, Warlock. Would you mind giving me a hand?” I ask and motion upwards with my hands.
“Oh, right. Yeah, no probs.” Paul says and then stretches his gloved hands out to either side.
I step back as the bus slowly lifts into the air.
“Thanks.” I call out, and then walk underneath the bus and reach up.
I grab hold of the front axle with both hands, and then will myself upwards. I raise my legs, so the bus is resting on my back, and then I fly upwards carefully. I hold my legs in place, and help balance the load as I climb higher. The piles of metal and junk recede as I climb higher. I will myself upwards faster, and in a few seconds climb to a few thousand feet. I check the position of the sun, and then turn slowly so that the sun is behind me, and then take off towards the west.
I’m gonna need directions.
‘Keep going in this direction for a while.’ Beth’s husky voice tells me inside my head.
I accelerate, and look down as I fly the bus west. Tiny cars, that look like ants from up here, are piling on to the freeways, and cramming the streets. Their day begins like any other. Whereas I find myself in full costume, flying a school bus towards the west coast, in search of a man I’ve never met. 
Not to mention that my sister Jessica is a huge fan of the man who gave me my powers in the first place. As I fly, I begin to think about the whole crazy thing. Why did he give us powers? For what purpose? And why did he have to torture us first? So many questions. Well, he better be in the mood for talking, because I want some answers.
‘Turn left and head south. You see that thin blue line in front?’ Beth tells me in my mind after an hour.
Yeah, I see it.
‘That’s the Pacific, and the California coastline. We just need to keep that on our right for a while and head south.’
Okay. How’s Jess holding up?
‘She’s okay, just excited. She’s been asking all manner of questions about you.’
Uh, oh. Like what?
‘Just girl stuff. Nothing to worry about.’
Yeah, right. Now I’m worrying even more. How much further? 
‘We’ll be passing by San Francisco soon, so not much farther, if you go faster.’
I can’t go too fast, Beth. This bus isn’t exactly a paper-weight.
‘But you make it look so easy.’
Thanks, I think. Uh, oh! What was that?
I hear something, something oddly familiar. I stop and listen carefully. 
Yep, I definitely hear something. Sounds like a faint roar. Oh, no, it sounds like a jet engine.
Beth, can you hear any thoughts up here, other than ours I mean?
‘Yeah, very faint. You don’t think…’
Yeah, I do.
I pitch forward and plunge down towards the earth. Hang on up there! I tell Beth in my head, as I rocket towards the dark green below. I hope those are trees, I pray, as I fly down as quickly and as safely as I can. The roar of the jet engines is getting louder. Come on, Britney, fly faster, fly. I catch a brief glimpse of treetops, and a road, and then I’m down. I put the bus down and fly to the side of the bus and crane my neck to look up. Two jets fly overhead, around a thousand feet up, they’re heading north. I catch my breath, and wait for my heart to come back down from my throat. The others are now pressing their faces against the windows and gazing up. After a few seconds the fighter jets roar overhead again, this time heading southwest. 
I close my eyes and take deep breaths. My danger warning thing isn’t going off, so I think we’re okay. I open my eyes and look at Jessica. She’s grinning from ear to ear, and gives me the thumbs up when she sees me watching her. Man, that was too close. I land and lean against a tall tree and begin to stretch. My back is beginning to ache, so I reach up with my arms and stretch sideways, and then lean forward and touch my toes. It helps a bit, but not much.
I walk over and knock on the bus door. Mitchell opens the door, and I climb on board.
“Everyone okay?” I ask.
“Ya, maan.” Paul says in a mock Jamaican accent.
“What happened?” Mitchell asks.
“Nothing, just our good Air Force buddies, again.” I say and smile.
“Well, I guess that answers the question on whether we show up on radar.” Stuart says, and reaches down into a holdall and brings up a can of Coke.
“Thirsty?” Stuart asks.
“Yeah.” I answer, and he passes me the lukewarm can. “Thanks.” I say, and take a seat while I drink.
“You think we were too high?” Paul asks Mitchell.
“Not sure. Maybe we should stay lower down, just to be safe?” Mitchell says and turns to me.
I swallow the soda pop gratefully, and nod in agreement.
“I saw a movie, where they said about staying below 200 feet to avoid radar.” I say and take another sip of my Coke.
“Yeah, but that was a movie.” Paul points out.
“It’s worth a shot. Unless you want us to get blown out of the sky?” Jessica says in response.
“Where are we anyway?” I ask as I look around at all of the trees.
Beth checks her cell phone for a few minutes.
“Okay, well according to my GPS, we’re somewhere in Yosemite National Park. There’s a small lake nearby. Just over there.” Beth says and points over my shoulder.
“So, the coast is on that side.” Beth adds and points with her left thumb over her shoulder.
“So, we need to go that way then, right?” I say and thumb to my left.
Beth nods in agreement, and I finish my drink. “Thanks.” I say and pass Stuart the empty can.
I climb off the bus and let out a small belch. It’s been about ten minutes, and I don’t hear anything except the birds around us. I hope that’s a good sign.
“Umm, Warlock? If you please.” I call out and point up.
Paul flashes me a grin, and then motions upwards with his white gloved hands. The school bus rises from the dirt, and I see the others begin to sit down. I wave to Jessica before walking underneath the bus. I grab the front axle again with both hands and fly upwards. I raise my legs again, and once I have cleared the treetops, I turn slowly until I am facing south, and then begin to fly over the trees. I climb higher as the tree line starts to climb up a hill towards a mountain range. 
In a few minutes I pass over the mountains, and look down at the valley that stretches out before us. Trees riddle the landscape for miles in every direction, and up ahead, more mountains. I maintain my present height, and accelerate to the next mountain range. I stop and listen carefully, before carrying on. 
After a few more mountain ranges, the trees start to thin, and I can start to see the dirt. The area up ahead is becoming more sparse, so I fly lower. After several minutes I can see a town up ahead.
What town is that, Beth?
‘Fresno. I think we better stay clear of towns. Head left for a few miles and then fly south again.’
I turn and fly east until I reach another mountain range, and then turn right and head back south. We pass Fresno after a few seconds, and I’m now flying over barren rock. I keep the mountain range on my left as I fly south, and after a few more minutes the mountain range ends and the area opens up ahead. I bank to the left and fly east for a while, as I see some large towns up ahead. Once I’m happy that enough distance is between us and the next town, I bank right and fly south again. I begin to accelerate as my tummy begins to rumble. I’m hungry. 
My mouth feels dry. The air is so dry and dusty here. I lick my lips, and then spit some dirt from my mouth. 
As I fly south I see a much larger town up ahead to our southwest, no, not a town, a city. I see some skyscrapers, although they look like matchsticks from this distance. 
I wonder if that’s Los Angeles. If it is, then it can’t be much farther.
‘We just passed Palm Springs, so take a right and head southwest. When you hit the coast, follow it south.’ Beth’s voice sounds in my head.
I make a slow turn, and aim for the thin blue line on the horizon. I accelerate until the wind is roaring in my ears, and the axle groans above me. The wind rocks the bus, and it bounces and slams against my legs.
“Ouch!” I let out, and so I slow down.
The edge of land ends abruptly, and I’m now flying over water. I make a wide turn and fly south over the azure blue water, while keeping the land on my left.
‘You see that golf course up ahead on the hillside?’ Beth asks.
Yeah.
‘Jessica says that Devlin’s mansion is not far from there. Do you know what it looks like?’
I think I do. But now that I’m here, I’m not sure if I will recognize it.
I fly in parallel with the hillside, and after a while the golf course greens end, and I start to see some hilltop houses. As soon as I see it, I know it’s the right house. On the hilltop overlooking the Pacific, sits an exact replica of Tony Stark’s house, complete with circular main building with plate glass windows, that show a one hundred and eighty degree view of the Pacific.
I fly towards it and head to the street side of the complex. There’s an empty area at the back of the property, which is fenced in on all sides, a wall on one side, and the building on the others, forming a natural sun-trap. I fly over and set the front of the bus down gently, then walk backwards and feed the bus through my hands until I am at the rear, and set the back of the bus down. The only sound is the waves crashing down below us, and some music being played nearby. The bus doors open, and everyone climbs out. I walk to them and grasp Jessica firmly by the shoulders.
“You will follow my instructions to the letter, or you will wait on the bus. Okay?” I tell her as I look up into her blue eyes, and she raises an eyebrow.
“I’ll be fine.” Jessica says.
“Stay near Paul.” I say, and then see him snigger. “But not too close.” I add, and then stroll over and look at the building. 
It’s very quiet. Our arrival hasn’t caused any reaction yet. Maybe he’s not home, or he’s asleep. 
“Well, I guess we should knock.” I say and saunter towards the large glass window which makes up almost the entire wall facing us.
“This way.” Beth says and walks over to the right. “This is the door, I think.” Beth adds and points to more glass.
Geez, there’s so much glass, it’s hard to know what’s a door and what’s a window. I see a steel handle, and try the door. It won’t budge. 
“Locked.” I say over my shoulder.
“Wait.” Stuart calls out, then hurries forward. 
He points up to a red light above the door. “It’s alarmed.” He adds, and then peers through the glass door.
I step back as he places his right hand on the metal door frame, and then holds his left hand up towards the light. His neat black hair stands on end and begins to shiver, as his hands glow blue.
“Cool!” Jessica blurts out, as Stuart’s hands glow a bright white, and then tongues of lightning snake out towards the light and door.
The tongues of electricity that go into the doorframe snake their way towards a small device on the wall a few feet from the door. Stuart’s shoulders flex, and then the electricity glows brighter. We watch as the red light goes dead. Stuart takes a deep breath, and then the electricity flows back to Stuart, and he absorbs it into his arms. He shakes his hands a few times as they return to normal, and then tries the door handle. There’s a wrenching sound, and a clang of metal as the door is forced open. We all take a collective breath and wait. No alarm goes off, and we all heave a sigh of relief. The last thing we need is the police poking around here. Stuart motions with his hand, and I step inside. I pat his arm and smile in thanks, then tense up as I walk inside Devlin De Marco’s house. 
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I tread slowly across the sandy colored marble floor. It’s smooth, and highly polished. It looks like the whole building is designed to contain and reflect light, and little else. There’s not much furniture in the circular hall where we come in. We climb some glass steps to the next floor. 
This floor looks like it’s the main living area. A huge open fireplace is situated on one side of a huge cavernous room, but the fire is long dead. Just some black logs remain. Those are the only clues that anyone actually lives here. There are no photos on the walls, and the only furniture to be found, are two long beige leather sofas and a round glass coffee table. 
I turn to Jessica.
“Are you sure he lives here?” I ask.
“I’m sure of it.” Jessica says and begins to walk around. “Time magazine did a spread on him, and I remember seeing photos of him in this house.” 
Jessica walks over to the far right wall and pokes her head into the next room. 
“That’s definitely his bed.” Jessica says and smirks.
I head over, as does Beth, and we both look into the next room. The walls are painted red, and in the center of the circular room, there’s a large round bed. 
The covers are a shocking Barbie pink color, and look like they’re made of silk. Next to the bed, on the black marble floor, sits a pastel pink dog bed in the shape of a fairytale castle.
“What the hell?” Beth blurts out.
I enter the room and begin to search carefully. All I find is a walk-in closet, filled with all manner of suits, shirts and shoes, mostly in red, pink or white. I head out, and cross the living area to the other wall and look in the other room on this floor. I find Mitchell and Stuart standing and looking up at the wall. I walk in and turn, and stare up at what they are looking at. In bright Neon pink letters, which looks like they were hand painted, is the name Fifi. That’s not the weirdest thing. Beneath the name are hundreds of doggy sweaters, all arranged on floating shelves, while some have been fixed to the wall, as if proudly displaying them. I walk closer and examine one of them. It looks like it’s been hand-knitted. There are no labels. I turn, and there’s a huge cushion in the shape of a love heart in the center of the room, and nearby lies another dog bed in the shape of a pink castle.
“This is Devlin’s house?” Mitchell asks from within his motorcycle helmet.
“He really likes his dog.” Stuart says, and then begins to search the room.
“Nothing.” Stuart declares after a few minutes.
“Hey, guys!” I hear Paul’s voice calling from the main living area.
I exit the dog’s bedroom, and see Paul on the glass staircase. He points up, and I nod and fly over. 
I follow Paul up the glass stairs to the next floor, as Stuart and Mitchell begin to climb the stairs behind us. Paul exits the stairs first with his white gloved-hands raised, and begins to walk slowly into the next area. This area is like a long circular hallway like a horseshoe, which double backs towards the Pacific view. I follow Paul along the right side, while Mitchel and Stuart head left. Paul walks along the hall towards the main view at the rear of the property. I spot an opening to the left, and tap Paul on the shoulder. He looks back at me and nods. Then he walks to the doorway and peers inside. He drops his hands and walks inside. I follow him in, and find what looks to be a bathroom, but wow, what a bathroom.
“Geez, you could swim in that bathtub.” Paul says, and then turns and walks back out.
I follow Paul out and we meet Mitchell and Stuart back at the stairs.
“Nothing?” I ask.
“Nothing.” Mitchell replies in his muffled voice.
“I think I might have found something!” Beth calls out from below.
I fly down the stairs, and see Beth’s head materialize from Devlin’s bedroom door.
“In here. Look!” Beth says and I fly over.
I fly through the doorway and see Beth pushing the round bed to one side. 
Underneath is a large square outline in the black marble, about four feet by three feet. I land and walk over, and kneel down and examine the outline. There’s a small cut in the black marble. There’s something under this, I can feel it.
“Paul!” I call out. 
“Yo.” Paul says as he bursts into the room.



“Can you lift this section?” I ask and point to the square section of marble.



“Easy peasy.” He says and with one deft motion of his right hand, the section comes up, and Paul motions with his hand, and lays it on the round bed.
“Ha!” I exclaim as I see the trapdoor.
“It looks alarmed.” Stuart says and points to a keypad.
“Can you zap it?” I ask.
Stuart crouches down near it and places his hand over the keypad.
“It’s shielded. I can’t short it. If we don’t know the combination, we can’t get in without tripping the alarm.” Stuart says, and looks at me. “Sorry.”
“Damn. We have to get down there.” I say and stand up.
“Who’s with me, in getting this door open?” I ask and look at everyone.
“I’m in.” Paul says, and shrugs like it’s no big deal.
“I’m with you.” Beth says.
“Let’s go for it.” Jessica says.
Mitchell just nods his assent.
Stuart steps back, and gestures with his hand. “Ladies first.” Stuart says and smiles.
“Why, thank you, kind sir.” I say in my best prim voice, and curtsey.
Jessica giggles as I reach down and grab the long steel handle in the center of the trapdoor. I take a deep breath, and look up at everyone.
“Be prepared.” I say, and then tighten my grip on the handle and yank my arm up.
The metal door rips freely from its hinges, revealing the door is over a foot thick. Below I see some stone steps disappearing into the darkness. I wait, and when no alarm goes off, we look at each other in confusion. I shrug and head down the steps. The others follow me as I step carefully down the narrow steps. I hold my hands out in front of me, and feel along the wall. When my hands meet air, I feel around for the wall, and then locate a switch. I flick the switch up, and then overhead lights begin to flick on. The lights flare to life one at a time, and as more lights come on, the room is slowly revealed. 
The room is immense. Against one wall there’s a long worktop, which must be several meters long at least, with computer monitors lined up next to each other. On the other side of the space, against the other wall are various pin boards and whiteboards, with photos and some notes dotted all over them.
“Wow.” Beth says as she comes up beside me, and looks around.
“Jackpot!” Paul says and begins to walk over to the pin boards to my left. 
At the far end of the room, on the huge cavern-like wall, hangs a large flat screen television, which I notice is beginning to flicker and come on as well. I turn and head to the right, and take a closer look at the computer monitors. They’re all black and lifeless, but above each one is a sticker, and written in black marker is the name of a city. Boston, Denver, Oklahoma, San Francisco, New Jersey, Salt Lake City, there are so many.
“Umm, guys?” I say, and point to the monitors.
Mitchell stands near me, and leans towards the monitors and turns his helmeted-head and looks at the other screens.
“We weren’t the only guinea pigs.” He says in his muffled voice, and turns his helmeted-head to look at me.
I can picture the look of shock on his handsome face behind his visor. My god, how many people did he kidnap and do this to? Hundreds, maybe even a thousand. But why?
“Hey.” Stuart calls out.
I turn and see him pointing to the large flat screen television.
“Why is it doing that?” Stuart asks.
I look, and there’s something playing. I fly closer and recognize it. 
It’s a scene from The Sound of Music. The Von Trapp children are singing, “So long, farewell, auf weidersehen, good night.” 
That’s odd. Why is it playing?
I look at the television again, and notice that beneath, there’s a large metal cabinet. I have a bad feeling about this. I fly towards the metal cabinet, and examine it. It’s firmly locked with a steel padlock. I press my ear to the cabinet, but the volume of the television is too high, I can’t hear anything except for the Von Trapp children. I press my left hand against the cabinet and grasp the padlock with my right hand, and rip the lock off. I open the cabinet doors, and my mouth falls open.
“Holy shit!” I blurt out. “Guys.” I shout.
Mitchell and Stuart materialize next to me. Inside the cabinet are two huge transparent tubes filled with what looks like chemicals. One tube is filled with a red fluid, and the other one is filled with a green fluid. In the middle of the tubes lies a device, which has a digital clock, and the numbers are counting down. Fifteen, fourteen, thirteen...
“Oh, my god!” I gasp and I turn to the others. “Make a hole. Quick!” I scream and point to the wall to my left.
I reach my arms around the cabinet the best I can, and pull it up from the floor. It doesn’t move at first. Damn it, it’s been bolted to the concrete floor. I pull harder, and rip it from the concrete, as the timer now reads, nine, eight, seven. I hear a thunderous smash, and then natural light streams into the room. I turn my head towards the sound, and see that Mitchell has punched a wide hole in the wall, and is punching some more wall out of the way. 
I fly backwards towards the gap while carrying the cabinet as best I can.
“Stand clear. Mitch, protect Jess!” I scream as I fly towards the hole.
I fly through the hole and accelerate over the Pacific. I look down, and see it count down from three, to two, then I flip on to my back and throw the cabinet. It explodes a second later over the water about a mile away from where I hover on my back, shaking and crying. I take a deep breath, and rub the tears from my eyes, and turn and fly back to the opening that Mitchell made.
“Well, that’s going to wake the neighbors.” Paul says as I land.
Mitchell embraces me, and I cry into his chest. My mind is still reeling. I almost lost my sister. My god, we almost died, and to The Sound of Music, no less. I push back the tears, and Mitchell lets me go as I grab Jessica and hug her tight.
“Ow, take it easy.” Jessica complains.
“Sorry.” I say, sniff, and step back.
“That was close.” Stuart says, and I let out a nervous chuckle.



I turn my head, and I notice something that catches my interest. I walk over to a section that has photos and different color threads attached like an elaborate rainbow cobweb. I look at the photos, and see that they’re mug shots. 
A color thread is attached to each photo of a person. I follow the thread from one person, and find it’s attached to another photo, only this one’s of a meteorite. There’s some sort of logic to this, I’m guessing, as I see red threads, green threads, and black threads, and other colors zigzagging across the collage.
“Hey, guys. Take a look at this.” Beth says from nearby, where the whiteboards are.
I head over, and find her reading something. I check the board, and it looks like a to do list. It’s written in red marker.
Buy more yarn. X
Buy more dog food. X
Kill Paul. X
Meet Agent.
Meet Buyer.
“What the hell? Kill Paul?” I blurt out as I reread it.
“Who’s Paul?” Mitchell asks.
“Oh, no. Not Mr Richardson, the producer?” Beth asks.
“Guys, that one is crossed off.” Paul says and points to the cross. “Does that mean he’s done it, or he’s doing it right now?”
I take my Chinese lucky cat backpack from my sister, and race upstairs and find a phone in Devlin’s bedroom. 
I open my backpack and with a quick rummage, locate the card that Agent Forest gave me in San Francisco. I pull it out and dial her field office number. 
“Come on, come on, pick up.” I mutter as it rings.
“Hello, Agent Forest’s office. How can I help you?” A female voice asks.
I recognize the southern accent.
“Agent Forest. I have some vital information about the Washington D.C. attacks and the kidnappings that occurred last year.” I blurt out quickly.
“Who is this?” She asks.
“It’s Cosmic Girl.” I answer quickly.
“Cosmic Girl? Look, I haven’t got time for...”
“You don’t understand. Mr Paul Thomas Richardson’s life is in terrible danger. Devlin De Marco is going to kill him, if he hasn’t done it already. You have to send someone over to his house right now, or find out where he is.” I say quickly.
“Why do you think this?” She asks seriously.
“I am in Devlin De Marco’s house right now, and I just saw a list, and killing Mr Richardson is on that list. Come here and see for yourself if you don’t believe me.”
“Who did you say you were again?”
“Cosmic Girl.”
“Just one second...” Then she puts me on hold.
After a few minutes she comes back on the phone. “You say you’re Cosmic Girl, and you are in Mr De Marco’s property?”
“I know how it sounds. But there’s a really good reason why I’m here.” I say.
“I understand. You’re the one who’s been flying around, causing trouble.”
“Hey, I have not been causing trouble.”
“Can you explain what happened in Las Vegas, then?”
I don’t answer, and keep quiet.
“So, that was you at The Bellagio?”
“I haven’t got time to argue about this. A man’s life is in danger, you have to believe me. I wouldn’t lie about this.” I plead.
“And you have his address?”
“Yes, but he might not be there.” I give her his address, and she sighs heavily.
“Listen lady, I’m on your side. I’m a good person, who’s just trying to help. Trace this call, and send someone over, because there is a whole heap of evidence which proves that Devlin De Marco is responsible for multiple kidnapping, murder, terrorism, you name it. It’s all here. And I have evidence of my own too.” I say as patiently as I can without screaming.
I put the phone down on the round bed, and leave the call connected. 
I close the backpack and sling it over my shoulders. I fasten it in place, and go back downstairs. The others are still examining the room. 
I walk over and join Jessica as she looks at some odd pictures.
“What are those?” I ask as I come up beside her.
“Looks like x-rays.” Jessica says as she holds some black and white images up to the whiteboard.
“What the hell is that?” Paul asks as he peers over my shoulder.
“I think it’s one of the meteorites.” I say.
“Yeah, but what’s that inside of it?” Paul asks.
“Huh?” I reply, and then look closer at the x-ray.
Sure enough, there is something inside the meteorite. It looks like some sort of worm or parasite, curled up in an s shape.
“Yeah. What is that?” I ask.
Jessica puts it down, and rummages through some loose notes scattered all over the desk. She picks up one that catches her eye and begins to read.
“Finally, I have done it.” Jessica reads. “Proof of extra-terrestrial life is finally mine. Although primitive, and in essence a micro-organism, or possibly some sort of space parasite, none-the-less, this find is what I have been searching for my whole life. Perhaps these life forms are the key.”
“The key to what?” I ask.
“Man, you think our powers came from these alien parasites?” Paul asks.
Jessica reads more notes.
“He’s not sure. Some meteorites had no effect on his test subjects, as he puts it, and some even killed the subject.” Jessica reads from more of Devlin’s scribbled notes.
“He’s mad.” Paul says, turns and walks over to Stuart and Beth.
“Are you still a fan?” I ask Jessica.
“God, no!” Jessica says, and throws down Devlin’s notes. “He’s insane.” Jessica says, and looks at me. “I’m sorry sis. I should have believed you.”
“It’s okay. It is a crazy story. I’m not even sure if the F.B.I. are going to take me seriously.”
“Come on guys, we’d better get out of here.” I lead her upstairs.
“So, where is the douchebag?” Paul asks as we enter the main living area again.
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“Good question.” I say, and look around the living area.
I find a telephone near one wall, and fly over to check it. Next to the phone is a notepad, but it’s blank.
“Jes…I mean, Metal Girl.” I call out.
Jessica walks over, and I hold the notepad out to her.
“Can you feel any indentations?” I ask her, as she takes it from me.
Jessica runs her fingers over the notepad. She smiles, and reaches for a pencil that is lying near the phone. She uses the pencil, and rubs it quickly over the paper filling the pad with lead. I can see some white outlines emerging.
“What does it say?” I ask.
“Brown Field, M.A. three p.m.” Jessica says as she reads it carefully.
“Beth, your cell phone, quick.” I call out urgently.
Beth runs over and gets her phone from her boot.
“Brown Field. Do a search. What is it?” I ask.
“Okay. Give me a minute.” Beth says and types it into her cell phone. “Man, the signal sucks here.” Beth moans as she hold up her phone, and then walks towards the main picture window.
“Okay, it’s coming.” Beth says, and then reads her screen.
“There’s a Brown Field airfield not far from here. You think he’s flying somewhere?” Beth says.
“Well, I can fly too.” I say firmly, and head for the glass stairs. “What time is it?”
“Umm, three twenty. Why?” Beth says. “Hey, wait up.” Beth calls after me as she follows me to the stairs. 
“Wait, what about us?” Jessica asks as she follows me.
“You’ll need to wait here with the others.” I state simply.
I reach the next floor and keep climbing until I reach the roof door. I push it open and step on to the roof and look around.
“Wait. What are we going to do if the Feds arrive?” Beth asks.
“Get everyone on the roof. Paul can shield you until I get back.” I say, and before I can hear another word, I grab Beth’s cell phone, and shoot up into the blue sky.
Without the bus on my back, I feel as light as a feather now. I examine the screen, and then shoot off towards the blazing sun. The airfield isn’t far, at least not at my speed. I fly down and hover outside the control tower, and tap lightly on the window.
To say I cause a bit of an uproar, is putting it mildly. I won’t repeat what they spat at me, but eventually I make out, go away.
“I need to know where Mr De Marco went?” I shout through the glass.
“He’s a wanted man, the F.B.I. want him as well. I need to find him.” I add.
The men just shout and gesture at me in very unpleasant ways. But there’s a lady who looks at me very intently. She holds her arms very close to her body, but I notice her left index finger is pointing towards me. I smile in thanks at her, and look over my shoulder. I can’t see anything in the sky, so maybe he’s already miles away. I turn around and take off in the direction she’s pointing in, which is basically north towards some mountains. I climb to a few thousand feet, and accelerate until I hear the sonic boom far behind me. Even after a few seconds, I see nothing. I stop and look around. Nothing but clear sky. I head upwards and climb higher to get a better view. Where are you? I frantically search the horizon in all directions. 
Something catches my eye, and I turn my head and look west towards the coast. Very faint, barely a dot, but still, I notice something metallic catching the sun and glinting in the distance. It’s over the water and heading west, and is still climbing by the look of it. I take off like a rocket, and hear the familiar bang far behind me. I cover the distance in seconds, and soon see the clear outline of a private jet.
The sky around me is a beautiful blue, as lovely as the water far below. 
Where are you going Devlin?
I slow down as I get closer. The private jet is cruising at around twenty thousand feet when I arrive outside one of the windows. I peer inside. 
There he is. He’s sitting in a leather chair with his shirt unbuttoned. Damn you. Look at how relaxed you look. Time for a wakeup call.
I fly over the wing to the front of the jet, and grab the door with both hands. I rip the door free and let it fall to the ocean far below. The plane immediately starts to dive towards the Pacific ocean. I climb inside as masks drop from the overhead storage. Devlin is gripping the sides of his chair tightly, but he doesn’t seem to be alarmed at my entrance. He regards me coldly as the plane plummets towards the water. Then the jet begins to level off, and the wind subsides. The anger within me subsides slightly when I see him in the flesh. 
His likeness to Johnny Depp is uncanny. I almost forget who I’m looking at. 
His bronze tanned body shows as his unbuttoned white silk shirt flaps in the wind coming in from outside. His bronzed chiseled six-pack is moving up and down quite quickly. 
Hmm, maybe he’s not as calm as he’s making out. 
An ivory pendant in the shape of an anchor hangs around his neck. His black hair is much longer than I expect. It hangs down to his shoulders ordinarily, I guess, but it’s flapping about wildly behind him at the moment. I notice the glint of a diamond stud earring in his left earlobe. 
He relaxes his grip on his leather chair, and crosses his legs in a more relaxed manner as the plane levels out. 
His deep red pants catch the light and seem to shimmer, probably silk. He twists his right foot in a slow circle as he regards me. His deep brown snakeskin shoes look strange next to his bright rainbow striped socks. I notice the gold ring with the ruby stone on his right hand.
“Well, if it isn’t the flying midget. Cosmo Baby, is it?” Devlin says in a dreamy Antonio Banderas-like voice.
“Cosmic Girl.” I correct him.
“Potato, potata.” Devlin says and shrugs. “And to what do I owe this unexpected pleasure? Signed photo perhaps, a souvenir?” 
His cocky smile annoys me so much, I want to slap him.
“I’m here for you.” I state quite simply.
“You’re not my type, darling.”
“Let’s not play games. You know why I’m here.” I say.
“You’ve come to thank me, then. You’re welcome.”
“I owe you nothing. I never wanted these powers. I had no choice.” I say bitterly.
“Ah, but look at you. Look at what I made you.”
“You didn’t make me who I am. My parents did that. You’re nothing.” I spit back.
“But without your powers, what are you? Just another pathetic teenager, a loser. And you would also not be standing right now, am I not correct, forty-two?” He purrs as he sits forward in his chair, and places both feet on the floor.
“I wasn’t a loser.” I growl back at him.
“You were hardly the prom queen, darling.” Devlin says and laughs.
“If I were a loser, I wouldn’t be here, would I? I found you. I followed the trail of scumbag breadcrumbs you left. I figured it out.” I state.
“Now. What have you done to Mr Richardson?” I ask.
Devlin’s eyes look cold, and a small smile appears on his smug face.
Okay, that’s not a good sign.
“Why the bombings? And who did them?” I ask.
“They were terrorists, darling. I merely exploited them.” He replies calmly.
“But, they killed people. You are responsible for all of their deaths. And murder.” I almost shout at him.
“They do not matter. But the ones that survived. Now, they are interesting. Like yourself.” He replies, and smiles, he actually smiles at me.
For a few minutes, I just hover and stare at him, whilst I try with every fiber of my being to not rip him to pieces right here and now. I just breathe.
“I hear you had some excitement in Las Vegas.” Devlin says after a few minutes.
“Some.” I reply.
“Good luck in getting a mobster to testify against me.” Devlin says and smirks.
“I don’t need to.” I reply.
He frowns and looks up at me as I hover in front of him.
“You see, I have all the evidence I need. I’m afraid your little bomb did not go boom.” I say, and smile as he takes in this new information.
“Enough!” Devlin roars, and stands up.
In a flash, two gold handguns materialize in his hands, and before my head can even think about warning me, I already know what’s coming. 
His eyes glint, and the corner of his mouth curls up as the first gun fires. 
My head explodes in pain, and I hear the ringing in my ears, as I try to focus and dodge the first barrage of bullets. 
They wiz by my right ear as I move to the left, then as he corrects his aim, I duck and fly backwards. He lowers one of his guns, and shoots them both simultaneously. One gun is aimed at my tummy, and one is aimed at my chest. I quickly hover to the right, and almost fly out of the open door. I grab the door frame and try to steady myself as the wind tries to suck me out. I see him move his guns and aim at me and fire again. 
I have no choice. I let go, and fly outside as the bullets slam into the doorframe and floor.
I glide over to one of the windows, and he begins shooting the glass where my face is. I duck just-in-time, as the glass shatters above my head after a few hits. I fly underneath the aircraft, and keep pace with it as it continues on its journey westwards. Damn. What do I do? I don’t want to hurt him. 
Well, okay, I’ll be honest, yes, I do want to hurt him. Badly. But I need him alive so I can hand him over to the Feds. 
I fly to the front of the jet, and rise up in front of the cockpit window. The pilot frowns at me, and then Devlin appears behind him.
“You gotta be kidding me.” I moan as my head sends me another warning.
I fly up over the cockpit as he opens fire. The windshield explodes, and as I fly above the cockpit, I begin to see bullet holes appear in the fuselage. 
This guy is nuts! 
I fly over the main compartment until he stops firing. I fly lower and press my right ear against the top of the main cabin. I can hear Devlin inside. Sounds like he’s reloading his guns. Oh, great! 
I try and judge the place where I think he is the best I can, and then fly up a few feet, before pitching forward. I rip through the aircraft like it’s paper. 
Damn it, I misjudged it. 
I land a few feet behind Devlin, and turn around as he begins to bring his guns around to aim at me.
Enough already! 
I scream as I launch myself at him, just as the first bullets leave his guns. I twist in the air mid-flight, and the bullets graze my shoulder and thigh. Then I’m crashing into him. 
I wrap my arms around his waist, and continue on my trajectory, right through the aircraft. The back of the jet rips, and then tears loose as I rip through the fuselage, and all of the cargo underneath begins to tumble towards the ocean.
“NO!” Devlin screams above me.
I raise my head and look at his face. His eyes are bulging, and his face is flushed red. I feel a gun barrel pressing against my left temple.
“Get my luggage!” Devlin orders me, and presses the gun harder into my skin.
“Do I look like a porter?” I reply.
“I’m going to count to three. Get my bags….or you die.”
“I hate to break it to you. But that won’t kill me.” I reply.
“Are you really so sure?” He grins in my face, and raises his right eyebrow. 
“Do you want to bet your life on it?” He says menacingly.
Hmm, not really, no. BETH, CAN YOU HEAR ME?
I smile back at him, and then look down. “Which bag, exactly?” I ask.
‘Hello? Britney, where are you?’ 
“Those two large steel ones.” Devlin says and points at two small slivers of metal as they continue to tumble down towards the blue ocean.
Beth. I need your help. Devlin’s got a gun to my head. Can you distract him?
“Those look awfully heavy.” I say. “How can I carry them and you? You are a bit of a lump, you know.”
“How dare you? I’m in amazing shape.” Devlin says and slams his gold gun against the side of my head.
“Ow, oh my god, please stop. No, no, please don’t hurt me.” I say sarcastically.
“Shut up, or I’ll shoot you on principle.” Devlin growls.
Then I see his expression change. His eyes go wide, and he looks around him. Then he looks at me with a confused expression.
“How interesting. Are you doing this?” He asks calmly.
I shake my head and smile.
“How is this…..no, NO. Stop it. Stop it! Get out of my head. Aarrggghhh!”
He brings his guns up to bang against his own temples, and I move quickly and snatch them from his grasp, crush them, let them fall, and then I wrap my arms around him again before he realizes what’s just happened. 



He bangs his empty fists against his head, and then opens his eyes and looks at his hands, and then looks at me in shock. Part of me wants to squeeze the life right out him until his eyes pop out. The other part of me wins, though.
“Now, Mr De Marco. I have some friends I’d like you to meet.” I say, and tighten my grip on him and begin to fly east, towards the shoreline.
 



Thirty
 
 
Devlin struggles in my arms and whimpers all the way back to the mainland. I see the familiar golf course, and bank right and head over the beach until I see Devlin’s hilltop mansion. 
I see a number of black cars, and a couple of vans parked near his house. I see my friends below on the rooftop. Paul has his white gloved-hands raised towards the men in dark suits. As I descend, I call out to them.
“Hey, guys. I’m back!” I call out.
Beth looks up and waves at me.
“Look what I found.” I say as I get lower.
Beth taps Paul on the shoulder, and he looks up at me. He lowers his hands, and the men in suits begin to enter the grounds. I fly over the roof and descend to where the suits are waiting.
“Is Agent Forest here?” I call out.
A tall woman in a white blouse and black pants walks forward through the men. I recognize her flaming orange hair, and red round sunglasses that’s perched on her small nose.
“I’m Agent Forest. You’re Cosmic Girl, I presume?” She asks in a stern voice, with a southern drawl.
“This man…” I say as I descend, land, and shove Devlin forwards. “is responsible for multiple murder, kidnapping, torture..”
“Yeah, I get it.” Agent Forest says, cutting me off in mid flow. “Any evidence of this?” She asks.
“Plenty of evidence inside.” I say. “And, also this.” I say, and slip my Chinese lucky cat backpack off, and unzip it.
I reach inside, and I pull out my tape recorder, and a handful of cassettes.
“Taped confessions, of him, and of his accomplices.” I say and hold them out to her.
“What?” Devlin moans in disbelief as he sees me hand over the cassettes to Agent Forest.
Agent Forest nods to one of her men, and he steps forward and cuffs him. 
The agent reads him his rights, and then Mitchell walks over to Devlin, still in his costume and motorcycle helmet. Mitchell is a few inches taller than Devlin, due to the helmet and boots. He stops inches from Devlin, and remains silent. Devlin takes a step back.
“Boys, keep an eye on him.” I say, and then nod towards the open glass door. 
“Let me show you what we’ve found.” I say to Agent Forest, and turn and saunter towards the house.
 
After an hour of careful examination, and sifting through Devlin’s notes, Agent Forest makes a phone call. Then a shocked Agent Forest takes me into a corner of the secret office.
“Paul Richardson was found in his home this morning. His skull was crushed.”
“No!” I moan.
“Okay. I believe you.” She whispers to me as we face the wall, and she pretends to examine the spot where the cabinet was.
“Great.” I say.
“Sssh!” She hisses, and gives me a warning look. “There’s a problem.” She whispers to me as she stares at the floor.
“What’s up?” I whisper back.
“I have orders to take you in.”
“What?”
“You and your friends. You’ve got people spooked. They want to study you.”
“Who wants to study us?” I ask and peer over my shoulder.
“Who do you think? These powers you have….they’re valuable.”
“Oh, great. So, now what?”
“Run.”
“What?” I ask, and slightly raise my voice.
“It’s that, or….”
I dread to think what they have in mind. This is just great.
“What about Devlin? He’s the one who gave us these powers. He’s responsible.” I whisper back to Agent Forest, as we both crouch to examine the floor more closely.
“I’ll feed that information back. But they’ll still want you. You’re a threat.”
“Me?” I raise my voice in shock.
“They think you’re dangerous.”
“I’ve done nothing but help people.” I protest.
“They don’t know you. You’re an unknown variable. That scares them.”
“They scare pretty easy.” I moan.
“I’ll make sure I make my men busy in here. Slip out, and run for it.” Agent Forest whispers, and then reaches out and touches my arm. “Don’t let them see you run. Or they will shoot you.”
I turn and look worriedly at her.
“Thanks.” I whisper and touch her hand gently.



Then I turn and head towards the pin board section with all of the photos. 
While people busy themselves, I snatch all of the photos of myself and my friends in a nanosecond, and scrunch them into a ball and keep my fist clenched. I walk towards the steps.
Beth. We need to make tracks. Can’t use the bus, so we’re gonna have to make a run for it. Let everyone know. We’re done here.
‘What’s up?’ Beth’s voice asks inside my head as I begin to climb the steps slowly.
We’re in trouble. No time to explain. Get everyone on the roof.
I emerge into Devlin’s bedroom, and when I exit into the main living area, I see some F.B.I. agents standing by the window carrying automatic weapons. Their heads turn as I enter the room. I can almost feel their eyes on me as I walk as casually as possible over to the glass staircase. I see a blur near the first steps, and then I hear a commotion outside.
Uh, oh.
I race to the stairs in a blur and head to the roof. As I emerge, the others are standing around and trying to stay away from the edge.
“We need to get out of here right now.” I tell them.
“How? They got the road blocked off.” Stuart says nervously, and points down below.
I look around, and then look at the ocean when I hear the surf pound the rocks far below.
“The ocean.” I say and turn and look at the water.
“I don’t know, it looks a bit choppy.” Beth says as she looks over the edge to the water below us.
“I hear footsteps. They’re coming up.” Paul says.
“Jessica. Come here!” I call out.
She runs towards me, and I scoop her up into my arms.
“Go!” I shout, as the roof door bursts open.
I launch myself towards the blue water and accelerate as fast as I can for a few seconds and then stop and turn around. The shore and hilltop are a thin line on the horizon.
“I hope they’re okay.” Jessica says as she hangs in my arms.
“They’re tough. They’ll be fine.” I say. I hope they’re okay.
I look up, and then rocket upwards towards the clouds.
“Yeah!” Jessica screams in delight.
“Hang on. I’m gonna go supersonic. Put your face next to my chest.” I say.
She ducks her head, and presses her left cheek against my chest. I take a deep breath, and then accelerate faster. I hear the sonic boom far behind me, and keep accelerating.
 
 
I stop when we get to the outskirts of Chicago. My tummy’s not going to be ignored any longer, it’s demanding my immediate attention. 
I land behind a dumpster outside a Wendy’s. Do a quick change, and then I wait for Jessica to get changed while I keep an eye out. Once she’s back in plain clothes, we head inside. I ask if she can pay, as I left my purse at home.
I order some cheeseburgers, a slice of apple pie and a mug of coffee. She orders herself a slice of apple pie and a lemonade. We take a booth by the south facing window, and I get stuck into my first cheeseburger.
“Do you think they have enough on Devlin, to put him away?” Jessica asks as I finish my first cheeseburger.
“God, I hope so. The taped confessions should help.” I say, and then take a gulp of coffee.
Oh, god, that’s better. I was ravenous, and my mouth felt like carpet.
“I can’t believe he did all of this.” Jessica says and shakes her head.
As I’m chomping into my second cheeseburger, my head suddenly feels weird. Like feedback coming from a speaker, making my head vibrate. Then it’s all over, and I blink and look around.
“What the hell?” I mutter as I chew.
Then the door opens, and in walks Beth, Stuart, Paul and Mitchell, back in plain clothes. They follow Beth as she looks in our direction.
I take a gulp of coffee and wave them over.
“Hey, guys.” I say.
“That was interesting.” Beth says and sits down next to me.
Stuart and Paul take the next booth, while Mitchell sits next to Jessica across from me.
“So, are we the bad guys now?” Mitchell asks me.
“Of course not. The government has plans for us, that’s all.” I say and take smaller bites of my cheeseburger.
“So what do we do?” Stuart asks as he peers over the seat at us.
“We stay below their radar.” Paul says.
“Who says we have to do anything? We’re done, aren’t we?” Beth asks.
“I can’t give this up. I need to keep going. But you guys don’t have to risk anything more on my behalf. You guys are done.” I say and wipe my mouth with a paper napkin.
“Hey, I’m not giving up on this. I’m having way too much fun.” Paul says and grins.
“There are still people out there who need help. We can’t back down now.” Stuart says.
“Then we have to be careful. No sticking around afterwards to take bows.” I say.
I sigh and sit back. The past 24 hours are catching up with me. The F.B.I. have taken Devlin into custody, finally. I can feel a weight lift from me. Tears begin to form in the corners of my eyes, and I wipe them away and clear my throat.
“Thank you all, for helping me, and for protecting my sister.” I say to them, and look at each of them in turn.
My friends. True friends, through thick and thin. I love them all. 
Mitchell catches my attention with one of his lop-sided smiles.
“Let’s go home.” Mitchell says and gets up.
I devour the apple pie, and drain my mug of coffee. I quickly go to the washroom, and then meet them outside. 
Mitchell looks down at me and winks.
“Race you.” Then he disappears in a blur.
I pick up Jessica, and race after him. 
 
I skid to a stop near my street, and then set Jessica down, and we walk the rest of the way. The sky is overcast now, and it’s starting to rain. I hop up the steps and unlock the door. We head in and shake the rain from our hair. I slip my backpack off and put it by the stairs and head into the living room. I slump in a leather chair and exhale slowly, and close my eyes. The adrenaline is still pumping through me, and I wait for it to subside.
“What a day.” Jessica says and slumps in another chair.
I rub my eyes and yawn. Dad’s not home yet, and the drapes are still closed. I open my eyes and reach for the television remote. Time for some normality.
I switch the television on, and CNN is showing some guy standing outside some squat building. I turn up the volume.
“…once he was Hollywood’s latest heart-throb, but now the billionaire playboy, Devlin De Marco, will be languishing in humbler lodgings tonight.”
“He was arrested this morning at his home for a string of offences that would have put Al Capone to shame. Here, in a very plain cell, he will wait until his trial. And from what I have heard from various resources, his assets have all been frozen, pending the investigation. But this raises the question of…”
Then there’s a crash, and the camera wobbles as the cameraman staggers backwards. Then the roof of the building behind the reporter explodes in a shower of dust. 
“Oh my god!” The report blurts out and ducks down.
The camera catches a man launching up into the air from the building through the debris, and then the man flies away.
“Holy cow!” Jessica says and we both sit forward.
“You gotta be kidding me.” I say, and I am completely dumbfounded.
“Did you see that?” Jessica asks me.
“He can fly?” I mutter in disbelief.
“He’s strong.” Jessica says, and we watch the aftermath as the police emerge from the building covered in blood, and caked in dust. No need to guess who it was.
My heart sinks. Why didn’t he fight me? He acted normal. I replay my capture of him in my mind. Did I miss something? This is all too much. I get up, and head into the hallway. I stagger upstairs and make it to my room before the tears come. I crash on my bed, and the floodgates open.
 
It’s dark when I open my eyes again. I roll over and rub my eyes. Then the light above me comes on, and I instinctively cover my face.
“Britney?” I hear my dad’s voice from the doorway. He sounds different.
I remove my arm and blink, and raise my head and look at him. He stands in the doorway, and he looks angry. What’s up? 
I see something in his hand. Oh my god. It’s my costume.
“Would you care to explain this?” Dad asks as he steps into the room.
Uh, oh. I’m dead!
 



 
 
 
 
To Be Continued...
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