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M’s Robotic Hordes Attack, or Mom Interrupts the News
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Friday, December 7th, 1984 (13,821 days post
Supernova 1947A)

It is a well-established fact that an individual
in possession of a secret subterranean laboratory is either a
superhero or a supervillain. In my case, I wish it had been that
unambiguous. Perhaps your opinion on the matter will differ.

My cellphone tweedled, buzzing briefly against
the command-and-control console desk. My mother’s disembodied voice
issued forth, “Michael? Are you down there again?”

Before I could answer, a news-alert-filter
program sounded a bell-like tone and the two goose-necked lamps
illuminating the work tray in my lap blinked in sympathy. I
finished inserting the o-ring and fitted the back plate into place
on the tape-measure sized pump I was reassembling. Only then did I
look up. As I scanned the curving bank of displays looming over me,
my fingers began fitting and tightening the tiny machine screws
that held the back plate in place. One of the screens was flashing
like the Daily Double Jeopardy question-in-the-form-of-an-answer.
Framed by a yellow-highlight border and sitting behind a Lucite
slab of a desk was a masked, bronzed, and very buff anchorman.

The filter agent turned up the volume. The
Superhero News Network anchor, his too-blue eyes shining with
excitement through his Lone-Ranger-esque mask, said, “We take you
now to one of our news drones, hovering above the scene.”

I suppressed a laugh. I don’t know about you,
but I find the SNN signature black domino masks and tightly
tailored three-piece suits ridiculous; a cynical attempt by SNN to
be ‘hip’ with the superhero scene. It’s not as if a domino mask
really conceals your identity. But then, that’s almost certainly
the point.

Behind the news anchor the feed from the news
drone, splashed up on the SNN’s studio’s wall-sized bank of
flat-screen monitors, was the image of a sleek black jump-jet with
a red, eight-pointed starburst prominently displayed on its
fuselage. I couldn’t resist watching as the jet’s downward-pointing
fan-ducts threw up whirlwinds of dust, leaves, and litter across
the plaza’s dark red paving stones and between the rank upon rank
of slowly advancing, mostly humanoid, robots. “A Nova League jet is
even now landing in Nova Genesis Memorial Plaza to do battle
against Doctor M’s Robotic Horde.”

The skin between my shoulder blades tingled as I
thought of the suit hanging behind me in the darkened lab. The suit
that I had been working on for the last six months. I had finished
inserting gel padding, and the augmentation of its offensive and
defensive systems had entered the second-guess-and-tweak phase. It
was ready. But was I? The impulse to put it on and go join the Nova
League in their fight against the Robotic Horde was strong. But I
would lose the opportunity I had been waiting for if this turned
out to be the night that the Demolition Squad emerged from
hiding.

The cellphone tweedled and buzzed again, this
time long enough for the phone to start skittering across the desk
surface. I slid the tray onto the console desk next to it. The
phone stopped buzzing, halting its creeping progress when Mom said,
“Michael? Are you there?”

I palmed the mute icon on the console, flipped
the cellphone open and thumbed ‘Talk’. “I’m here, Mom.”

“What are you doing?”

I formulated my answer carefully. I wasn’t going
to give her the satisfaction that she had guessed right about my
location. What was the point of a secret, subbasement lab if your
mother knew about it? Okay, that wasn’t fair. It wasn’t exactly
my lab, or, at least I didn’t feel quite like it was. Mom
had known about it from the beginning, of course, but she just
didn’t appreciate it the way I did. Besides, she hadn’t been down
here since Dad—I squashed that painful train of thought.

“I’m watching SNN, Mom.” Which was true enough.
The SNN news ticker at the bottom of the screen was scrolling
‘Doctor M’s Robotic Horde attacks the Nova League Tower’ while the
masked news anchor gesticulated excitedly towards the jet and the
Nova Leaguers it was disgorging.

“Michael Gabriel Gurick the Third! If you’re
watching that channel before finishing your homework, I will
cancel the cable subscription!”

I sighed. “Yes, Mother, I did my calculus,
including the extra-credit problems, made comments on the physics
forum, and wrote a history paper.”

As I talked, I watched the closed caption below
the masked anchorman. “The question on everyone’s lips right now
is,” the words bubbling up read, “Is this brazen attack by the
Robotic Horde related to last summer’s War-of-the-Worlds–style
assault by the Demolition Squad?” The ongoing attempts to link
last July’s landing of a giant metal cylinder in the middle of the
plaza to every supervillain attack in Galacticity was becoming
tiresome.

Sounding genuinely interested, Mom asked, “What
was the history paper about?”

“The moon base,” I said, scanning the bank of
screens hoping to catch sight of other supervillain activity that
the filter agents had missed. CNN Live was replaying the
President’s signing of the Supplemental Strategic Super Powers
Initiative bill while First Lady Bacall looked on, but as I watched
it cut away to cover the Nova League landing. CSPAN seemed
completely oblivious to the events in Galacticity, continuing to
show talking heads discussing the signing of the S3PI bill, then
shifting to an interview with the House Minority Whip.

As I continued to scan, Mom said, “I remember
the first non-superhuman moon landing. It was two years before you
were born, and only six years after President Kennedy announced the
initiative. We were so excited to have done it on our own! No
Galactitech, just plain old Earth ingenuity.”

“Yes, Mother.” Damn, there was no sign of the
Demolition Squad. On the other hand, the Nova League was starting
to plow through the Horde.

She gave a dreamy sigh. I looked down at the
phone, feeling a frown starting to form. Was she going to drift off
into one of her reminiscences again? It was disconcerting. With her
post-traumatic stress syndrome, I could never be sure when she
would regress, slipping back to some prior state of mind. But then
she continued, “You are remembering to make mistakes on your
homework, aren’t you, dear?”

“Yes, Mother.” Good, not drifting.

“Have you finished your social studies reading
assignment?”

It was the follow-up question I was expecting.
“Mom, I read The Sociological Impact of Supernova 1947A
three years ago. I can recite it by heart.” Just to prove it, I
shut my eyes and visualized the first page of chapter three and
began to read: “’Into the impending political and racial turmoil of
the 1960s, the children born under the baleful light of Supernova
1947A were beginning to manifest the powers that would become the
hallmark of the first Nova Genesis generation.’”

“Isn’t Professor Jane’s writing marvelous?” Mom
said, her voice ethereal with nostalgia. “She really captures the
essence of the ‘60s.”

“Yes, Mother.” I wasn’t so sure that Professor
Jane’s writing was really as good as Mom thought, but she had an
excuse for her enthusiasm. She had met Dr. Jane Myers when she was
hired to copyedit her first book, and they’d been friends ever
since. I had signed copies of all the Professor’s books. I’d even
been interviewed, anonymously, of course, for the one she was
working on now. “Can I go back to watching SNN, now?”
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“You spend too much time watching SNN,” Mom
said. “It’s Friday night, and you’re sitting down there
alone.”

“I like it down here, and it’s not as if I can
just ask friends over to hang out with me.” Or, at least, not many
of them.

Apparently stymied, she changed tactics. “Are
you going out with Penny tonight?”

“Mother!”

“I just wanted to know if I needed to give you
two a ride to the sophomore dance.”

“I wouldn’t be going to the dance with Penny,
Mom. Remember? I’m dating Cleo, not Penny.”

“Oh? A.J.’s daughter?”

“Yes, Sensei Fox’s daughter.” I didn’t have the
nerve to call him ‘A.J.’; none of his students did.

“But she doesn’t play chess.”

“Not really, Mom, no.” It was always a
disappointment to her when she remembered that someone didn’t play
chess.

“Well, I don’t know what she sees in you.”

I heard the teasing humor in her voice, which
was heartening, given her condition, and I laughed dutifully. It
had been funny the first couple of times she had told that joke,
Cleo being blind and all, but it was another painful reminder of
Mom’s continuing memory problems. Even worse than not remembering
who I was dating, she would forget that I knew about the lab and
fall back into the habit of acting like she didn’t know I knew. And
for non-professional actors, both she and Dad had been almost
perfect at hiding their secret life from me, much to my
irritation.

“But you are going to need a ride, though?”

“No, we won’t.”

“You seem awfully certain of that. Is
Penny—”

“Cleo,” I interjected.

“—standing you up?”

“I wouldn’t put it that way.” On the other hand,
I wasn’t sure how I would put it. Cleo had been acting strange for
the past month or so, distracted and bordering on depressed. She
had canceled our date for tonight with an apology and a kiss that
told me in no uncertain terms that she was still interested in us.
“Besides, we wouldn’t need a ride, even if we were going. We have
Transit passes.”

“Of course you do, dear.”

“But thank you for offering to drive us.”

“Why not go with Penny, then? Just as friends,
of course.”

“She’s going with someone else.”

“Oh? What about Kim? Is he going to the dance?
If not, you two could go to the movies. Isn’t that new Eddie Murphy
movie opening this weekend? Beverly Hills Super-Detective
isn’t it?”

“Beverly Hills Super-Cop.” Not that I was
particularly interested in seeing a super-detective or cop movie. I
preferred films like this summer’s hit Ghostbusters; funny,
with the unreality of the supernatural. Not to mention plenty of
eyeball-kicking CGI. I continued, “Kinnison—Kim told me that he
wasn’t feeling well. Honestly, Mom I’d rather just hang out and
watch a little SNN.”

She was silent for a moment, apparently running
out of suggestions on how I should spend the evening. “You will
tell me if you go out, though, won’t you dear?”

“I’ll keep you informed if I go out with
anyone.”

“Good. Good. Well, goodbye.”

“Bye.” I closed the cellphone and set it back on
the command console next to the tray containing the partially
assembled pump.

I reached out to tap the unmute icon, but froze
when from across the lab behind me, a familiar, pleasant high alto
voice said, “When are you planning on telling Liz?”
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Drops In
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I swiveled the high-backed command chair around
to face the east entrance to the lab. With the bank of monitors
behind me all I needed was to shave my head and get a white cat to
complete my Blofeld-in-his-lair look. Penny, completely
unimpressed, was framed by the lab’s eastern doorway, the tunnel
corridor that ran under her house stretching out behind her. She
had her hands on her hips, and was giving me that gimlet eye that
Diana, her mother, had invented, patented, and been liberally
applying to everyone she had an issue with since before Penny and I
were born.

I suppressed the impulse to grin evilly and
steeple my fingers. It didn’t look like she was in the mood for my
criminal mastermind schtick. Instead I watched silently as she
crossed the open center of the lab, skirting the sunken and faintly
glowing conference room table.

Also like Diana, Penny had copper-red hair,
which she kept trimmed much shorter than her mother’s. She looked
relaxed in her two-sizes-too-large sweatsuit with the Roman warrior
mascot of Centurion High School glaring out from her chest. While
its bagginess went some way to concealing her very feminine figure,
it did little to conceal her athletic grace. I’m reasonably
physical. I’ve been playing soccer and running cross-country since
middle school, and I started serious martial arts training late
last spring. But Penny takes it to the next level. Or the one after
that. She has gone out for, and excelled at, more sports than I
bothered to keep track of. She’d be the star player on the football
team if Diana would let her.

I doubt it would surprise you to find out that,
as long as I’ve known her, she’s been kicking my ass whenever she
felt I’d gotten out of line, which has happened more often than I
like to admit. I particularly remember the first time she gave me a
bloody nose. It was not long after her family had moved in two
doors down. We were both four; I had found out that her full name
was Penelope Diana Riggs-Armstrong, and used it. Suffice to say,
I’ve been calling her Penny ever since.

She stopped in front of me, a faint hint of
vanilla arriving with her. I gave her my most welcoming non-evil
smile. “Ah, so you got stood up, too.” Which was a good thing, as
far as I was concerned, given who had asked her to the dance. I
wanted to say more, but as much as I disliked Dave Sweets, it was
Penny’s decision about who she dated. She probably had a
reason that she wasn’t sharing with me.

I hooked a backless ready-seat from under the
desk with my foot and spun it out in Penny’s general direction. Its
wheels whirred briefly across the dense plastic of the lab’s
floor.

She ignored the ready-seat. “No, I stood Dave
up.”

I felt a cool smile of relief starting to form,
but I put a stop to it and said, “Sweets won’t like that.”

“Let me worry about him. Look, Michael, I know
it’s been a hard six months, but you have to tell Liz some time.
The sooner, the better.”

I sighed. I don’t know why I even bothered.
Distracting Penny from her chosen course was like trying to deflect
a monorail. That was something else she inherited from Diana. “My
mom isn’t ready to talk about it yet.”

“You mean you aren’t ready.” She glanced
meaningfully at the chess set sitting out on the command counsel
not far from the work tray. All its blue and red pieces occupied
the same board positions that they had six months ago.

Feeling a coil of frustrated anger form, I
stood. “Yes—No! Okay, neither of us are really ready to confront
Dad’s death, particularly together. It didn’t help that she didn’t
trust me enough to give me the straight story last spring. She just
played along with Agent Sellers when he showed up and
oh-so-smoothly took Dad’s place.”

“I sympathize, Michael, I really do—”

“Yeah, I know you do.” And I meant it, even if I
didn’t sound as if I did.

“—But you have to get over this. Sellers was
just doing his job, and you know that your mom didn’t want to hurt
you.”

“So instead, she was going to wait to tell me
until after Sellers faked his own death? Making it look like my
father was killed in a car crash or something? Yeah, that wouldn’t
have hurt.”

“Be fair, Michael, it didn’t end that way.
Besides, do you really think she had much of a choice? Liz was
cooperating with the government in order to protect the two of you
from your father’s enemies. It’s standard operating procedure for
them to—”

“—Cover up superheroes’ deaths. I don’t care
about their S.O.P. My father deserved a hero’s funeral!”



“That’s not what I was going to say. And yes, he
did deserve a hero’s funeral.”

What really hurt was that Dad hadn’t shared so
much of what he felt was important in his life with me. We never
had a chance to talk about what it was like to hunt criminals, to
bring them to justice. Now that he was gone, we never would. I
guess it’s one of those things that’s been driving me to put his
suit on; to find out what kept him going back to risk his life over
and over; to experience his secret-super-life first hand.

I felt my anger with my father mutating,
shifting, looking for a living target. It bubbled up as a rant,
and, despite knowing full well that Dad’s enemies would have come
looking for Mom and me if they had discovered his secret identity,
I let it happen. “They must have thought, ‘Oh, he’s only fourteen,
he’ll be easy to fool.’ Well, I discovered Dad’s secret when I was
eight! I’ve been sneaking down here since then. No shape-shifting
government super-agent was going to fool me into believing my
father was still alive, with or without Mom’s help!”

“Slow down, Michael. I’m with you on this.”

“It’s different for you, Penny, your family has
always embraced its superness. I’ve had to grow up being lied
to.”

She held up a calming hand. “Michael. Remember?
I’m on your side. I’m not the one who—” She stopped, looking up at
one of the monitors. “You better take a look at that, Michael. I
think tonight might be the night.”

I thumped back into the command chair and
whirled it. She hadn’t been looking at the SNN coverage of the Nova
League; instead she was pointing to one of the live web-cam feeds
that had become ubiquitous in Galacticity and the Greater Metro
area during the last couple of years. An armored car had driven
into a pit that had somehow appeared in the middle of the road. Its
rear doors were at an acute angle, while its red tail lights
flashed helplessly. Several supersuited figures were assaulting it.
I recognized them immediately. It took the Silhouette and Supersuit
Recognition Agent program slightly longer, but before I could say
anything, identification labels popped up and started following the
four supervillains around the screen like comic-book word
balloons.

“The Demolition Squad,” I said through clenched
teeth, a new flame of anger erupting to life on my already raw
emotional landscape.

“All of them,” Penny added. “Including
Chainsaw.”

I clenched my fists as the flame roared up into
a momentary conflagration of hate.

“Okay, let’s get you suited up,” Penny said.
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Man vs. the Demolition Squad
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Penny’s calm voice doused my anger like ice
water to the face, yet I still felt a warm glow of virtuous anger
smoldering somewhere deep down.

Before we could turn away from the monitor, the
Demolition Squad had pried open the armored car’s back door like it
was a cheap tin roof. A red-and-blue supersuited figure with a
golden exoskeleton and an equally golden full-face mask leapt out.
He was immediately labeled Zircon Man by the system, so he must
have had an active super-ID transmitter.

“That looks like a Cyber City Strong Man Mark
III,” Penny said, referring to Zircon Man’s gold power-assist
exoskeleton.

“Or an upgraded Mark II,” I said.

“Could be. He doesn’t stand a chance. He’s not
even wearing the Tough Guy armor mods.”

“Definitely second string.”

“He’s got a cape,” we said in unison.

Zircon Man was leaping about, engaging the four
supervillains in a whirlwind flying fists and kicks, his
red-and-blue cape billowing up behind him.

“He won’t last more than thirty seconds against
the Squad.”

“Unless they decide to ‘play’ with him.”

“True. Corporate or rent-a-hero?” I asked, not
bothering to look him up in the Supers Registry.

“Who cares? The League is busy dealing with the
Robotic Horde at the plaza, so you’ve got your chance to do this
without their intervention.”

I palmed the lab lights icon on the console,
instantly flooding the circular space with a daylight brightness.
Penny wasn’t discomforted by the sudden change in light levels, but
I was forced to blink several times and let my eyes adjust. “I was
wondering how I was going to arrange getting to the Squad before
the League did.”

We started moving to the north wall of the lab
as I talked. Hanging six feet out from the middle of the wall there
were four large, white backpacks, each with a thick silver
umbilical cord arcing down from the ceiling. If you stopped and
listened, you could hear the occasional heartbeat-like throb of
pumps. Beyond the backpacks a half dozen suits in various states of
repair were mounted on the wall. Each of them looked like a white
full-bodied painter’s overall, with hood, cap, goggles, and
full-face rebreather mask. They each had two arcs in thick black
lines inscribed on their chests, one curving up over one curving
down. It was one of the standard diagrammatic symbols for a nozzle.
At the mid-point of the nozzle where the curves almost touched was
Dad’s concession, or, perhaps, his acknowledgment of his membership
in the Nova League: a red, eight-pointed starburst the diameter of
a half-dollar. Looking at the suits, I felt my doubts surge up
again. Was I worthy to wear any of Dad’s suits? Could I ever really
take his place?

Penny squeezed my shoulder with a hand that I
was momentarily keenly aware was quite capable of crushing every
bone therein. “You’ll do him proud, Michael,” she said, as if she
had read my mind, which, as far as I knew, she still couldn’t
do.

 


 


The
Suit
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I stepped up to the third suit from the right,
the one that I had been working on for the last six months,
inserting gel padding so I would fill the suit out—Doc Styx, the
oldest living Earth-born superhero, tells me that I’ll be taller
than Dad, not that I am dropping names or anything, because he’s
been treating Mom since June. All right, I admit it, I am name
dropping. I stripped to my skivvies—and I wear boxer briefs, if you
must know—only momentarily thinking about Penny. She had helped me
suit up enough times that I was almost able to do it without
thinking about how female she was.

I handed her my cellphone.

“And if Liz calls?” she said, raising an
eyebrow.

I didn’t think Mom would, but… “Tell her that
I’m helping you with your calculus home—no, wait. Tell her that
we’re watching an on-demand movie or something, and if that doesn’t
work, patch her through.”

“Of course, if you’re not busy,” she said, her
voice dripping with sarcasm.

“At least Diana won’t be calling to check up on
us tonight.”

She glanced over at the monitors. The League was
holding its own against Doctor M’s army of robots. “Nope, she’s
definitely too busy to wonder what we’re doing.”

I stepped into the suit, gritting my teeth as
the plumbing snugged into place. I kept wondering when that part of
suiting up was going to get easier.

“I assume your dad is covering the attack at the
plaza, but how is it that you managed to leave without the twins
tagging along?” I fastened the main seam, leaving the hood and
rebreather-filter mask dangling.

“I made them promise to behave.”

We were moving toward the backpacks. “And that
will work?”

“They’ve come a long way since the library
incident.”

I lifted the disk-shaped cold-fusion power pack
from its cart. “So you really trust them now?”

“I know you went through a rough patch with
them, but that was before the riots.”

“Yeah, okay, we’ve all changed since then.” I
fitted the power pack into place in the backpack I’d prepped
specifically to take on the Demolition Squad. The power pack was
the only one I had that still worked, and while I had been studying
Dad’s files, I hadn’t been capable of doing anything more
sophisticated than general maintenance on the power pack’s
cold-fusion bottle. If—no, when I could build a new one, I’d
be at least halfway to taking up Dad’s role, to be more than just
playing at wearing his mask. Until then, I had to make sure this
one kept functioning. Without the cold-fusion bottle, the suits
were just so many million-dollar Halloween costumes.

I pulled the backpack on and Penny helped me
tighten it into place. I powered the suit up. The hoses locked into
place with the faint whirring of servo-motors; the arms and legs
stiffened, then softened, as their complement of hoses pressurized
and equalized. I pulled the hood and mask up and sealed them,
inhaling the slightly rubbery smell of filtered air. The internal
status display appeared. Everything was green. I buckled the
utility belt into place and signaled the umbilical to disconnect. I
barely sagged as I took the full load of the fifty-two pound
mission-ready backpack. Penny could have danced the Nutcracker
while wearing it, of course. I engaged the pneumatic power-assist
and the load lightened. I gave a thumbs up to Penny and braced
myself.

Penny returned my thumbs up and headed for the
high-backed chair at the command console. In the time it had taken
to suit up, the monitor agents had identified five more trouble
spots. The night was turning into a real crime wave. I spotted
Electrode, Backslash, and a couple of other techno-thugs in
proactive pursuit of wealth. And Penny had been right about the
Demolition Squad deciding to ‘play’ with Zircon Man. He was still
fighting, despite several obvious gaps in the golden struts of his
exoskeleton, and a lurching gate.

Fear and elation fought within me, their
tendrils entangling, leaving me with a muddled feeling of nausea. I
tried to ignore it and started for the launch capsule door.

“Systems check.” Penny’s voice on the suit radio
brought me up short, my non-skid soles squeaking on the seamless
high-density plastic floor of the lab.

I turned back. “Roger, systems check.”

“Communication links?”

“Of course the radio works. We’re using it.”

“This is serious, Michael.”

There was no use being impatient. “Comm links.
Check.”

“Video link? Check,” she said, answering her own
question. A panoramic view of the lab centered on my head appeared
in the lowest band of monitors. “Cold-fusion bottle?”

“Reading 90 kilowatts, pushing 200 kilowatts for
peak output. Nominal neutron flux.”

“Primary pump?” Penny queried.

“Online,” I answered, its faint hum
reassuring.

“Secondary pumps?”

“Online.”

“Main tank pressure?”

“756 atmospheres.”

“Pneumatic power-assist?”

“Check.”

“All mission-specific reservoirs reading?”

“100%.”

“Now you can go kick some ass.”

“Thanks, I plan to.” I said.

I stepped into the waiting capsule. It dropped,
and moments later it shuddered to a halt. I triggered the suit’s
shock balloons and in an explosive ‘ca-rumpf’ they expanded out
from their hidden compartments distributed around the suit. They
locked me into place at the bottom of one of the largest air
cannons in the world. A chill ran down my spine and my palms grew
sweaty.

“Fire when ready,” I radioed Penny.

“Roger, three second countdown. Three. Two.
One.”

It was better than the best amusement park ride.
Ever.

The sound baffles flicked past and I popped out
of the mouth of the cannon like a champagne cork with about as much
noise. The shock balloon enveloping me collapsed and were sucked
back into their hidden compartments ready to be deployed again. I
rose silently into the twilight sky, the now familiar lights of my
darkening neighborhood spreading out below, the distant towers of
the Galacticity downtown redly reflecting the setting sun. Orange
pinpricks of light connected by vaporous white trails created
sweeping bracelets in the southeastern sky as cargo and passenger
modules were boosted upward on invisible beams of ultraviolet laser
light. My heart felt as if it was in my throat, rising in a
crescendo of anticipation.

I triggered my jetpack, and accelerated upward
on its stream of compressed air.
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Thursday, May 3rd, 1984 (13,603 days post Supernova
1947A)

But I’m getting ahead of myself. Where should I
begin? I am tempted to start with February 3rd, 1947, when the
supernova wavefront first reached Earth and, if I might
editorialize, the comfortable seclusion and self importance of
Earth was shattered. Without the intervention of the Galactics,
every major flora and fauna extant on Earth would have been wiped
out. Without the least bit of prejudice. But the Galactics did
intervene. What we have come to call the Shield, which was in
actuality a massive array of gamma-ray and neutrino ‘sterilizer’
shields, worked. Mostly. But what you may not know is that
complications occurred.

I am still unclear on the details of what went
wrong, particularly as to the source of the Shield failure. But
without Galactitech, stopping the neutrino damage would have
required more than a light year of lead. With it, the Shield
‘flipped’ the supernova’s flood of neutrinos to their sterile,
non-interacting form long enough for them to pass harmlessly
through the Earth. What I do know about the Shield’s failure is
that at least one of the Galactics’ ships collided with part of the
array, and a portion of the deadly melange of radiation and
‘unsterilized’ neutrinos slammed into Earth. The swiftness of the
Galactics’ response to this disaster was a clear indication that
they had been prepared for the eventuality. Or perhaps it would
have been necessary to drop the regenerative nanotech in the form
of a cometary rain in any case.

Despite the Galactics’ revealing themselves as
long time observers of Earth, they have remained remarkably
close-mouthed about what went wrong on February 3rd, 1947, when
Supernova 1947A impinged itself on our quiet Galactic neighborhood.
I should add that they have said little about what went right. As
you are probably aware, if you have been paying attention in your
history class—and I won’t hold it against you if you haven’t been,
as I have trouble staying awake in Ms. LeGrange’s class myself—is
that not everyone, nor everything, was saved or cured by the
Galactics’ nanotech. Life on earth was decimated, literally. Ten
percent of the human population died, as well as a similar
percentage of every other species—more or less. Some species and
ecosystems are more robust than others. Then there were the
mutations, many of which turned out to be positive through the
miracle of Galactic nanotech. Life changed. Particularly for my
father’s generation. Which isn’t to say that those who were born
before 1947A didn’t personally benefit from the Galactics’
intervention by more than simple survival. Many diseases were
simply wiped out, and cancer has become nearly unheard of during
the last thirty-seven years.

All of which is pretty much ancient history for
me. Seven months earlier, May 3rd of this year to be specific, is
the date of a far more significant and personal change. And for me
there is a painful symmetry between February 3rd, 1947, the day of
the supernova, and May 3rd, 1984, the day when my comfortable
existence was terminated with prejudice.

When I came off the soccer field at the end of
freshman practice that day, I was trembling, sweat soaked, and
dripping gobbets of mud. Luckily the rain had stopped just before
my final class of the afternoon, staying away long enough to let
the scrimmage proceed as planned, returning intermittently to
ensure an interesting quantity of mud. The game had been just what
I needed to take my mind off the looming, monstrous event of the
day. I chugged water from my formerly frozen milk jug while I
watched Kinnison checking text messages on his cellphone. I had
deliberately turned mine off, and despite the craving to check for
texts, email, or voicemail, I was keeping it off. He looked up,
noticed my stare, then looked back down at his inTouch.

“Hey, Gurick,” he said, staring at the small
screen and thumbing furiously away, big splattering drops of rain
drawing muddy rivulets down his cheeks. “Did you hear about what
the Demolition Squad did to—”

“Yes!” I said, way too forcefully, “Yes I
did!”

He stopped texting and looked up at me again.
“Hey, sorry man, I should have guessed you’d know. He was one of
your idols, wasn’t he?”

“Yeah. He was.” I heard a familiar car horn from
the street and turned to see the family mini-van. I turned back to
Kinnison. “My ride’s here.”

“See you tomorrow, Gurick. And, for what it’s
worth, I know what you’re going through. When Turbocharger was
killed, I couldn’t watch the news for weeks.”

But he so didn’t. Which didn’t mean that I
didn’t appreciated his lame attempt at sympathy. “Thanks, Kinnison.
Tomorrow.”

 


 


I Saw
You Die
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When I opened the door to the mini-van I almost
had a heart attack of joy. Instead of finding Mom at the wheel it
was, impossibly, Dad. Then the cold tendrils of reality clamped
down again. How could it be him? This wasn’t the comic books, where
every superhero keeps coming back despite dying in four-color
glory. I had watched with horror the webcast news footage shot from
an SNN drone. It had gone viral just hours before, so everybody
would know by now. Somehow the Demolition Squad had beaten him in
the end, and the final scene was etched in my memory. A
filter-masked, red goggled head being held aloft by a triumphant
Chainsaw, the white suited body of my father lying at his feet.
There hadn’t been much blood; the suit, still trying to protect
him, had sealed itself.

So who was this doppelgänger? His mimicry of my
father was exact, down to the faint chemical stains on his fingers,
and the platinum wedding band. I wanted a closer look at it, to see
if it had the gouge that had appeared after Dad’s encounter with
Blowback.

“Aren’t you going to get in, son?” the man who
couldn’t be Dad said. “Don’t worry about the mud.”

I continued to hesitate, absently wiping at my
mud splattered uniform. Dirtying up the interior of the van was the
least of my worries. Even if I wasn’t worrying about whether my
dad’s secret identity had been compromised, or if Mom was okay, I
wouldn’t have hesitated because of a little mud. But it was just
like Dad to miss the fact that Mom had had the interior of the van
treated with Dirt-Shield—she had been, some would say compulsively,
buying the White Whirlwind’s line of Super-Clean products ever
since he retired from crime fighting five years ago to ‘Clean Up
America’. The apparent lack of concern about my muddy condition on
the part of the doppelganger sitting in the van’s driver seat could
have been from his—its?—knowing Dad wouldn’t have paid attention to
Dirt-Shield treatment in the van, or it just could have been a hole
in his briefing. Which led back to the question at hand. Was this a
supervillain, and was he involved with Dad’s killing? The
analytical part of my mind engaged, slowing the barrage of
questions, prioritizing and categorizing the facts and
unknowns.

After what felt like minutes, but was actually
only a few seconds I managed to say, “Uh, I just have to get my
bike.”

As I unlocked and wheeled it around to the back
of the van, my mind had shifted into analytical overdrive. Either
someone had underestimated me, or they had one of hell of a psych
profiler, a profiler who could predict my mixture of curiosity and
desire for revenge. You can guess which one of those two
possibilities I preferred. I clipped the bike to the rack as I
looked through the rain in the direction of the tennis courts. I
expected Penny to be along soon.

Through the fabric of my backpack I fingered the
high-pressure chemical sprayer that I had built into a pen,
considering how I could surreptitiously get it out. It was loaded
with a variation of mace that I had synthesized. Give it half a
twist, and the shot of high intensity irritant would incapacitate
anybody but a ‘brick’. Give it a twist and a half, and it would
deliver its chemical load with enough force to punch through a gas
mask. Or drywall. I know. I had had to do some pretty fancy verbal
footwork to explain the hole in my bedroom wall last fall.

Maybe I’d get a chance to incapacitate whoever
this was and ask him some pointed questions. There were five hidden
video cameras distributed about the interior of the mini-van,
continuously monitored by software agents that would alert the
authorities if it identified any unusual activity. Installed, so I
was told, because we might be kidnapping targets, what with Dad
being a VP of Energy Development at Galacticity Metro Edison and
all. While the kidnapping threat was real enough, it was because of
the job Dad didn’t talk about, not the one he did. Of course they
could have been hacked, in which case there wouldn’t be a timely
armed response. I’d just have to deal.

I slipped the pen from my backpack and got in
next to ‘Dad’. “Uh, sorry, I was just expecting Mom.”

 


 


Penny
Keeps Her Cool
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“My afternoon meeting was canceled,” ‘Dad’ said
as I buckled my seat belt. “So I thought I would surprise you and
pick you up.”

I stopped myself from saying “Oh, you really
surprised me, all right.” Instead I said, “That Bayside fusion
sub-plant installation must be going well if you could sneak
away.”

“The secondary heat-exchanger delivery has been
delayed, and I’ve applied pressure with the suppliers where I can.
It’s all up to Fusion Dynamics now.”

Damn, I thought. He’s even got the
Bayside construction schedule down,

We started to pull out of the parking lot when I
spotted Penny riding her mountain bike around the edge of the
soccer field, heading for home. I was torn. Should I get Penny
involved? Or just take the risk myself? Penny could take care of
herself, but the two of us together…

“You seem tense, Michael,” ‘Dad’ said, “Did
things not go well in school today? Or, you’ve already seen the
news on SNN today, and—”

“There’s Penny,” I said, interrupting him. “Can
we give Penny a ride home?” I rolled my window down and leaned out
to avoid the cameras.

“Indubitably,” he said, slowing the van.

Oh, crap, I thought. This guy is even
in on the family jokes!

“Hey, Penny!” I yelled. “Want a ride?”

She waved and ‘Dad’ pulled the mini-van over.
She stopped her bike on my side and looked in. I watched for signs
of surprise.

Her eyes widened momentarily, then she said, in
an admirably normal tone of voice, “Oh, hi, Mike.”

I mouthed ‘get in’ and waggled my eyebrows.

“Hello, Penny,” ‘Dad’ said.

“Want a ride?” I repeated with more waggling of
the eyebrows.

“Sure. Thanks. Yeah, I’m pretty beat after
tennis practice.”

Oh, come on, I thought, rolling my eyes
at her, then glancing at ‘Dad’, you could play tennis all day
long and then do a triathlon before dinner, just to work up a real
appetite. But ‘Dad’ hadn’t noticed or didn’t care. Penny just
gave me a blank look.

She racked her bike and climbed in, taking the
seat behind me. The automatic door slid shut and ‘Dad’ pulled out
into traffic.

“So, Penny,” ‘Dad’ said, “are you planning on
going out for the football team this fall?”

Why would he ask that? Just to make
conversation?

“Yes, that’s the plan. That is, if I can talk
Diana into letting me.”

“I thought you might be, now that the school
board has adopted the ‘iron man’ rules.”

He knows about Penny! I thought. And he
must know about Diana, too. Why else ask about ‘iron man’ football?
Penny had thought that she might talk her mother into letting her
play now that NFL’s ‘iron man’ rules had trickled down through the
college football leagues to the Greater Metro high school league. I
thought it was a pathetic attempt by the NFL to take back
viewership it had lost to the American Supers Football League. On
the other hand, you couldn’t deny that average high school kids
today were notably tougher now than they had been before Supernova
1947A and the Galactics’ nanotech repairs of its radiation induced
genetic damage. Whether or not they had superpowers.

I held the pen between door and seat, showing it
to Penny. I made several screwdriver-like twisting motions, then
jabbed it in the direction of ‘Dad’.

There was a stinging pain to the back of my neck
and I almost jerked around, dropping the pen in the process. I knew
that Penny had flicked me with a paper pellet. One of her highly
compressed paper pellets, which had been known to draw blood. I
read it as a vote of no confidence in my idea of macing ‘Dad’.

While I fumbled for the pen, I changed tactics,
trying to make him trip up on his facts and force him to act.

“I’ve been thinking about interviewing Professor
Jane for my sociology final project.”

“Professor Jane—” he said, pausing for a
fraction of a second, “—would make an excellent interviewee for
your social studies project.”

Smooth. If I hadn’t of been looking for it, I
wouldn’t have caught hesitation. My fingers felt the metal barrel
of the pen, and I fished it out.

“I thought so,” I said. We had pulled up to a
stop light. It was time to take whoever this was out, whether or
not Penny liked the idea. I lifted the pen, angling it towards
‘Dad’s’ face. I started to twist it when he said, “You just can’t
rely on secrecy for protection.”

I froze. It was Dad’s prearranged key-phrase
indicating that he was okay, and not under duress. While I still
didn’t believe this was Dad, I was forced to conclude that the man
with Dad’s face and wedding ring was here with Mom’s consent and
foreknowledge.

It was quiet for several long heartbeats, the
only sounds were the purr of van’s electric motors and the hiss of
tires on rain-wet pavement as we accelerated through the
intersection.

Then Penny kicked the back of my seat, hard.
“Oops, sorry,” she said. “Just had a muscle spasm.”

Five minutes later we were pulling into Penny’s
driveway.

“I’ll come over after dinner. I’m stuck on a
calculus problem,” Penny said as she slid out the back door. “I’m
sure you can walk me through how to solve it.” But what Penny had
really said was, You will explain what just happened to my
satisfaction.

“No problem,” I said. “See you later.”

We watched in silence until Penny disappeared
through her front door.

“Do you want to talk about it, Michael?”

“Talk about what, ‘Dad’?” Did I just say his
name with quotes?

“You tell me.”

We pulled into our driveway, the garage door
rising in front of us. I didn’t say anything.

“Well, when you are ready to talk, I am…”

It was the right thing to say. I just didn’t
want to hear it from him.
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When I entered the mud room, Bernoulli, our
mongrel spaniel, greeted me with enthusiasm, and I wondered how he
was going to react to ‘Dad’; then the smell of burnt meat and a
faint sobbing from the doorway to the kitchen drew my attention. I
peeked through the door and saw Mom hunched over the kitchen web
terminal, her black hair in disarray. Before she could turn I
retreated and dumped my pack noisily to the floor and sat to remove
my soccer cleats.

“Michael! Is that you?” Her voice was brittle. I
heard the stool scrape against the floor.

“Yes, Mother. Just taking off my cleats.”

She came to the mud room door just as ‘Dad’
opened the door to the garage.

“How was—Oh! Mike, thanks for picking Michael up
from soccer practice.” The brittleness had changed to a forced
lightness. “It’s just been one thing after another here. The Lansky
project moved up their publication date and I’m afraid I burned
dinner and—”

As Mom talked, Bernoulli’s tail wagging faltered
and he growled slightly, but ‘Dad’ put his hand out and patted
Bernoulli’s head without missing a beat. Bernoulli’s tail went into
motion again.

“It was no problem,” ‘Dad’ said, gently
interrupting her.

I focused on untying the wet shoe laces as she
retreated back to the kitchen and he followed.

Abandoning the laces, I wrenched off my shoes
and went after them. The state of the kitchen told me pretty much
everything I needed to know. There was a White Whirlwind cleaning
products order page on the web terminal, above the oven black
streaks ran up the wall to spread out in a feathery delta on the
ceiling. Through the oven window I glimpsed the charred carcass of
a roast.

Before I could muster the resolve to say
anything, ‘Dad’ said, “I’ll order pizza.” He flipped open his
cellphone, but he hadn’t done more than dial and say, “Yes, I’ll
hold,” when the front doorbell rang.

Mom looked wide-eyed towards the front of the
house, making me think of the Roswell sheriff in that first photo
of the Galactics. I’d never known her to lose it like this. It was
frightening.

“I’ll get it,” I said, wanting out of there.
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I started down the hall towards the front of the
house. But before I reached the foyer, the door opened, and in came
Diana carrying a steaming casserole, without, I might note, the
benefit of oven mitts. Even in the post 1947A Galactic cleanup
world, Diana is imposing. She’s standout statuesque, six foot two,
and a coppery redhead like Penny. I stood aside.

She smiled encouragingly at me and said, “Hello,
Michael,” as she strode past. Behind her came her husband Hank, a
tall, rangy man with salt-and-pepper hair, then Penny, and finally,
Penny’s two eleven-year-old siblings that we not-so-affectionately
called the ‘Terror Twins’, Andy—short for Andromeda—and Achilles.
Sometimes I wonder whether Diana takes her secret identity as a
professor of Classical Studies at Metro U a bit too much to
heart.

“I brought dinner, Liz,” Diana said, leading her
domestic assault squad through to the kitchen. Andy stuck out her
tongue at me as she went by, and Achilles gave me a look like it
was my fault he was missing an episode of the A-Team. I followed,
feeling an irrational dollop of pleasure at the twins’
irritation.

The parade deposited a casserole, hot rolls,
steaming beans, salad, and pie on the kitchen counter.

“Set the table, Michael. You help him, Penny,”
Diana said, taking charge as thoroughly as she did on the
battlefield, despite the absence of her form fitting silver
superwear, mask, bow, and quiver.

Mom was making weak protesting noises as Diana
herded her out of the kitchen with a “You look like you need a
drink, Liz.”

‘Dad’ and Hank sized each other up like a couple
of beta-males assessing their chances. The twins disappeared down
the hall and into the rec room, shoving each other as they tried to
go through the door simultaneously.

“Grab that end,” Penny said, and we lifted,
pulled, and manipulated the expansion leaf out of its hidden slot
under the table without crushing so much as a single finger.

“SimOlympus!” Achilles said from the rec
room.

“Galactic Bounty Hunter 4!” Andy chanted
back.

“Sibs,” Penny said, “Can’t live with ‘em, can’t
strangle ‘em in their sleep.”

“Blissfully, I wouldn’t know,” I said. I started
shuttling plates and silverware while Penny positioned them.

As I came and went with glasses and et cetera,
‘Dad’ and Hank started cleaning up the remains of Mom’s cooking,
talking about the latest human gaffe towards a Galactic ambassador,
as if they really were old friends. Hank was handling the situation
like a pro. But then he was a reporter for GCTV, so he did have
experience as an actor of sorts.

Diana and Mom reappeared. Diana was carrying a
tray with four martini glasses filled with something bright yellow.
She distributed them among the adults.

“Are these Golden Apples?” ‘Dad’ asked, real
curiosity in his voice.

“Yes,” Diana said with a wicked smile, “My
sister’s recipe. So good they’ll make even the gods argue.”

‘Dad’ laughed, and Mom attempted to suppress a
look of shock. He even had Dad’s laugh.

The rec room had gone quiet. “That’s not a good
sign,” Penny said softly to me. Moments later, there was a crash
just to prove her point.

“You’d better take care of them, Diana,” Hank
said.

There was another, even louder crash, and
Bernoulli appeared in the doorway to the kitchen, barking, tail
wagging.
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Twins Are Ejected Before Dinner
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“Andromeda! Achilles!” Diana said, setting down
her martini glass and stalking out of the kitchen.

Seconds later Diana reappeared, holding each of
the struggling twins at the end of one of her outstretched arms
without the least sign of strain. They were flailing at each other.
Bernoulli danced, barking in her wake, as she crossed the kitchen,
heading for the mud room and the door to the backyard.

‘Dad’ and Hank went in the opposite direction.
Penny and I sidled up to the kitchen window to watch.

First Andy sailed into the backyard, then
Achilles. Both landed in the wet grass, sliding half a dozen yards
before coming to a stop in a struggling heap. Bernoulli raced out
after them, barking merrily. He was a spry old dog of eighteen
years, and still acting like he was eight—another unintended
consequence of the 1947A nannite cleanup, one can only assume.

I’m sure that if the neighbors noticed the
yelling and punching twins, they would have been thanking their
lucky stars that the Riggs-Armstrongs were visiting our house and
not theirs.

“You can come back in when you’ve cooled off,”
Diana said and shut the door. “I’m sorry about that. It’s difficult
ensuring that they get enough exercise. When they don’t, well, they
find other ways to blow off steam.”

“Oh, I can sympathize with the poor dears,” Mom
said. “There are days that I don’t get out of the house and it puts
me into a mood, too.”

‘Poor dears’, my ass, I thought. What
they needed was a thorough thrashing. Unfortunately, other than
Diana, Penny was about the only one capable of doing that these
days. It was becoming difficult to resist the impulse to try out
some of Dad’s anesthetic gas—or, even better, his retch gas—on
them.

“Didn’t they go to the dojo today?” Mom was
saying.

“No, Sensei Fox is on another one of his
vacations,” Diana said.

‘Dad’ and Hank came back from the rec room a
short while later. “No real damage done,” ‘Dad’ said. “They knocked
over the memento cabinet, but nothing was broken.”

Which was not surprising. Dad had started
‘twin-proofing’ over ten years ago. It had turned into an arms
race: at times Dad’s ‘upgrades’ kept the twins at bay, and at other
times we cleaned up the broken glass and filled in the holes in the
walls.

We seated ourselves at the kitchen table and had
started loading our plates when the twins slogged back in,
Bernoulli trailing, a hopeful wag-wagging to his tail. I hadn’t
thought they would hold out long, as food, or the lack thereof, was
in question. All the Riggs-Armstrongs—excepting Hank, of course—had
metabolisms that a shrew would admire.

“Are you two ready to be civilized?”

“Yes, Diana,” they said in unison from the mud
room doorway.

“Then wash up and take a seat.”

They did so with another pious chorus of “Yes,
Diana.”

I spotted only a couple of surreptitious elbow
jabs between them as they came out of the bathroom. Diana had them
sit on either side of her. She loaded their plates and they ate in
sulky silence for five pleasant minutes.

Diana filled the conversational vacuum with
retrospectives on what her grad students were working on and the
political maneuvering of the other professors in the Classical
Studies Department.

“Tell everyone about that incident at the
Galactics’ Arcology yesterday, Hank,” Diana said after her fifth
attempt to engage ‘Dad’ and Mom in a discussion was rebuffed with
monosyllabic answers.

Hank smiled. “Oh, you’ll love this. I was there
covering the arrival of the latest group of tourists, when ten
Earth-Firsters broke out their banners and started protesting the
presence of the Galactics. It always gets me that the
Earth-Firsters want to ban the Galactics after all they’ve done for
us. All that would be left on Earth now would be cockroaches and
bacteria if it hadn’t been for their cosmic-ray shield and neutrino
flipper! And what have they asked for in return? Nothing but the
right to be tourists.”

“And then what happened?” Diana prompted.

“The Galactics produced their own collection of
placards—I have no idea where they got them from—and started
marching in circles. You need to check out video. The look on the
faces of the Earth-Firsters is simply precious. The police arrived
just in time to keep the Earth-Firsters from charging the
Galactics. You know, just when you think you might be starting to
understand the Galactics, they go do something like this.”

“Perhaps they’ve been watching the Olympic
protests on television,” I suggested.

“That’s a thought,” Hank said. “The Soviets have
been kicking up enough of a fuss. It doesn’t help that they’re
being held in Los Angeles.”

“After the drubbing they—really pretty much
everyone but the North Americans took during the last Olympics, it
isn’t surprising,” Penny said.

“Don’t you think they might have a point?” Diana
added. “The drubbing in 1980, as you so eloquently put it, Penny,
was a direct result of our fielding so many competitors that were,
frankly, borderline supers. The screening weeds out the obvious
ones, but I know for a fact that a half a dozen of the medal
winners were holding back.”

“On the other hand it is the way the human race
has been headed,” Hank said. “We didn’t choose to be exposed to
gamma rays or boiled in neutrino soup, and I don’t see anyone at
this table complaining about the effects of the Galactics’
nannites. Who can seriously say that we would have done things
differently if they had actually asked whether we wanted to be
saved?”

Before anyone could respond, ‘Dad’s’ cellphone
tweedled. Looking at it, he said, somewhat plaintively, “It’s from
work…”

Diana glanced at Mom, then pursed her lips when
she didn’t react. It tweedled again. “Then you better take it,
Mike,” Diana said.

“Yes?” he said into the cellphone as he left the
kitchen.

Penny’s green-eyed gaze met mine. I shrugged and
mouthed, “I bet he’s going to be called away.”

She nodded, her lips forming, “No bet.”

‘Dad’ returned, re-holstering his cellphone.
“There’s a problem at the plant and I’ve got to fly out to Fusion
Dynamics tomorrow.”

“Oh,” said Diana. I could hear the ‘good’ that
didn’t follow the ‘Oh’.
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After the dishes had been cleared and the rest
of the Riggs-Armstrong clan had gone home, Penny and I sequestered
ourselves in my room on the pretense of doing calculus homework.
She had turned on my old clock radio and found Rikki’s Request Hour
on GROQ 104.7. Gabriel’s Shock the Monkey was playing and it
seemed to sum up the current state of my mind.

“Is this Fritz Mk. III?” Penny said, looking
into the gerbil cage where the animal in question was running in
his wheel, which was a pretty good reflection of my thoughts about
the events of the day.

“Nope, Mk. IV,” I said, pulling out my desk
chair but not sitting.

“’They’ve killed Fritz!’” Penny said, turning to
look at me. “’Those dirty, stinking fairies have killed Fritz!’
Does that make you one of the fairies?”

“Ha, ha. Anyways, I thought it was funny when I
named the first one Fritz. And I still like Wizards…”

“You like Wizards because it was the
first drive-in movie that Liz and Mike went to that you managed to
spycam.”

“Ah, those were the days.”

“When I was your muscle, you mean.”

“You had some pretty diabolical plots, too, if I
remember correctly.” Which I did.

“Maybe if you name one of your gerbils ‘Mongo’,”
Penny said, redirecting the topic of conversation back into safer
waters. “It would live longer.”

“It’s a thought.”

“I talked to Diana.” ‘About your dad being
killed today,’ was the elephant she didn’t have to point out.

“Ah,” I said, trying to play the stoic.

“The League recovered his body before the
Demolition Squad could unmask him.”

“That’s good.” My guts were churning and I had
to work at keeping the casserole down. “What about him?” I
added, jerking my chin towards the office downstairs where the man
masquerading as my father had holed up after dinner.

“He’s a government agent. Diana said that they
sent him to make it more difficult for your dad’s enemies to track
you and Liz down.”





Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/110967
to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you
appreciate their work!
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