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Quantum Gods

PART ONE

Chapter One

When I was a little girl, my favorite book was Harry Potter.

I used to daydream about wearing the Invisibility Cloak and tiptoeing around anywhere I wanted without being seen or having anybody notice me. Then, when I got older, I discovered the magical formula for making it happen in real life: I majored in physics.

The Internet is full of articles about how there need to be more women in the sciences, but trust me, there’s a reason why there aren’t. It’s because the moment you go for it, you become totally invisible. Except, of course, to a small, only technically human clique of the nerdiest, most socially dysfunctional males in the universe, the kind of guys that make the cast of The Big Bang Theory look like the X-Men.

Those kind of guys I had to fight off. Luckily, they tend to be small and weak and easily intimidated, especially by loud noises and, you know, intelligence. In a woman, I mean. However, barely anyone else on campus even notices I’m there. I’ve often thought that if being a particle physicist doesn’t work out, I can always embark on a career as a bank robber or jewel thief. I bet even security cameras wouldn’t bother to actually focus on me.

Maybe it’s just Americans that are blind to women in the sciences, I decided last year, so I applied for an ATLAS grant at CERN to complete my PhD. work. And lo and behold, I got it! Though if I’m honest, part of the reason I got it had to be the fact I was a woman applicant. Probably the only woman applicant. So after I celebrated by getting embarrassingly hammered with a group of my less-hideous and obnoxious fellow grad students, I packed a few meager possessions, wished a fond, and possibly final, farewell to Urbana-Champaign, home of the Fighting Illini, and flew away to exotic and romantic Geneva, Switzerland, home of the Feuding Physicists.

Actually, it really isn’t all that exotic or romantic; I just said that, hoping to make it so. We do that a lot in the hard sciences. Then we publish the results as fact.

But it sure is different than America; everything in Geneva is so neat and orderly and pretty and looks kind of smaller, somehow. I immediately checked into the Cointrin airport hotel, which is actually almost next door to CERN, then took a cab straight down the Route de Meyrin to the main campus, which is just across the street from the big brass-colored Globe de la Science et l’Innovation, or ‘Death-Star,’ as the locals call it. The cab-driver told me this in heavily-accented English. I could tell he was a big Star Wars fan because he had plastic Princess Leia and C3PO action figures glued to his dashboard, the only sign of whimsy I’d seen so far in Switzerland.

Actually, that’s been pretty much it ever since, too.

There’s probably nobody on the planet who doesn’t know what the CERN Large Hadron Collider is. Okay, maybe a few people. So if you’re one of them, it’s a 17-mile ring built underground on the Swiss-French border that houses the world’s biggest particle collider, which is used to smash atoms together, thereby proving or disproving scientific theories like the Higgs boson, which it did. (Prove its existence, I mean.) The super-collider had been offline for over two years for repairs and updates, and I’d arrived just as the first ATLAS experiments were being started up again. I would be working directly under the world-famous Peter (Pyotr) Orlov, who everybody said was next up for a Nobel Prize, exploring the relationship between matter and anti-matter, and I was totally psyched.

However, the receptionist in the front lobby wasn’t. Not at the sight of me, anyway. She either couldn’t understand my high school French, brushed up with weeks of Rosetta Stoning, or else hated Americans. Or maybe she just hated working during her lunch hour. Whatever, she handed me off to a higher-up, and that was when I got my biggest thrill since my Swissair flight was landing and I had my first glimpse of Lake Geneva and the incredible snow-capped mountain peaks all around it.

“Omigod!” I said. “You’re Yvette Lapoirrier.”

Back in 1992, when the super-collider project was first under way and I was otherwise engaged, busy being celebrating my second birthday, the four hottest women at the Conseil Européen pour la Recherche Nucléaire formed a satirical pop group, Les Horribles Cernettes, and Tim Berners-Lee, who was also working at CERN, used a photo of them for the first gif ever posted when he invented the World Wide Web. And amazingly, it’s still online. And Yvette was one of them!

So, after I embarrassed myself by going all fangirl on her, she laughed and handed me my very own photo ID on a lanyard. Then she personally escorted me across the street to the main ATLAS building. This was tucked behind the Globe de la Science et l’Innovation, which close up turned out to look like it had been constructed out of wooden slats, like an African tribal hut. Once inside, she led me into the cafeteria.

“This is Giancarlo.” She nodded to a guy about my own age seated at one of the tables. “To introduce you properly, Dr. Giancarlo Colombo. He is to be your research partner, I believe. We don’t expect Dr. Orlov back until tomorrow.”

Ever met somebody who literally makes you forget how to breathe? Who makes you go totally weak all over and pretty much forget everything else in the world, like your own name, for instance? Well, me neither.

Up till then. Giancarlo wasn’t just incredibly good-looking for a geek, he actually would’ve looked pretty damn good even for a movie star. He had dark straight hair, sweet, regular features, and a look of indescribable intelligence about him. But it was when he looked straight into my soul with those beautiful dark brown eyes of his that I completely lost it. Lost my heart, I mean; it’s hard to believe, but that moment was my first scientifically conclusive proof that I actually had one. All two of my previous boyfriends always claimed I was completely heartless.

I guess you could say it was love at first sight. If you believe in that, which I don’t.

Didn’t, I mean, until it actually happened. And, aside from everything else, it was totally embarrassing and unprofessional.

I have no idea how long I stood there just staring at him like a store window dummy before he invited me to sit down. In the meantime, Yvette seemed to have wandered off.

“Would you like something to eat?” Giancarlo asked, and I guess I must have mumbled something about still being jetlagged and not knowing whether or not I was hungry yet. So he got me a cup of coffee, which was surprisingly delicious. Everything was, I guess because of being this close to France.

“I read your paper on quark-gluon plasma black hole balls,” he told me. “Along with the rest of your credits. I was very surprised that you don’t already have your doctorate.” He was probably one of those freaks who got their PhDs at fourteen. And yes, that doesn’t just happen on TV. In physics, you’re pretty much a has-been by your mid-twenties. Which means for me, it’s now or never.

“Where I went to school, they didn’t exactly encourage prodigies. You were pushed to either become a sorority girl or a meth-head, pretty much.”

“Where was this?”

“Bowling Green. That’s in southwestern Kentucky,” I added, keenly noting his look of bafflement. Even that was cute. “How about you? Are you British?” His English was all but perfect, maybe just a little over-formal and precise.

“No, actually I am Swiss. Italian Swiss. But I did my undergrad work at Princeton, then I went to Cambridge.”

Okay, I admit it. The whole time we talked, I’d been staring deep into those dreamy eyes of his, sort of attempting a crazy unconscious hypnosis thing, I guess. You know, like: “surrender your will to mine, you fool; you are losing all control, your heart and soul belong to this woman you see before you…” and so on. You get the idea. Without my really meaning to, of course.

Anyway, all this was rudely interrupted when his girlfriend showed up out of the blue. She was blonde, about six feet tall, and looked like Heidi Klum’s really pissed off much younger sister. Or maybe daughter. “This is my lebensabschnittgefährter, as we say; my life partner, Ingeborg.” I nearly asked if that meant iceberg. Anyway, he beamed at her. “Inge, this is Mira Verborgen from America. Mira will be working here with us. Inge is a personal trainer, which is why she is always so fit.”

Inge dismissed me with a look of haughty contempt, and off they went to have some kind of intense private talk in German, after Giancarlo assured me he’d show me all around the lab later. I felt utterly crushed by the sudden existence of Heidi, I mean Iceberg, I mean Ingeborg. Anyway, this was also when I realized I really was hungry and half-heartedly consoled myself with breakfast or lunch or whatever the hell meal it was according to my internal biological clock.

Okay, I never really did get that adjusted.

Way too bright and early the next morning, I met my new boss, Dr. Peter Vladimirovich Orlov. In his way, and I say this with asterisks because I totally do not go for older men, Peter was kind of a hottie, too. A crazed elf of a guy, very thin, about five feet two or three, and full of energy, as if he’d been mainlining charged plasma from the central collider tube. His tanned face was deeply scored, and his hair, formerly blond, had turned white and stuck up like a badger’s; his eyes blazed in a way that Mom would have said “made him look like a mad saint.” He seemed more like a visionary or spiritual leader than a scientist, is what I’m trying to say. And his enthusiasm for his subject was contagious, which held the promise of his being a really great teacher.

Unfortunately, I didn’t get to know him well enough to find out.

And the way I know him now… well, let’s just say it’s complicated. He was a visionary, all right, just not in a good way.


Chapter Two

Turns out that reports of CERN being open for business again were exaggerated.

Dr. Orlov—Peter—explained that they were still in the process of bringing ATLAS back online and testing and re-testing the new sub-detectors. When the three of us walked into the main control room, it looked a little like the Space Command center in Houston.

“We’ve had seven of these bloody Milestone Weeks,” Peter complained loudly, “and we’re still not quite ready to generate a cosmic ray.”

I nodded at all the people at long curved consoles facing a wall of giant flat screens. “So what’s everyone doing?”

“Simulating.” Giancarlo said this so bitterly that I spent the next few minutes wondering exactly what he meant.

You know, like whether he meant he was sick of just going through the motions professionally—or maybe, possibly he meant he was doing it at home. Which was totally psycho on my part, seizing on a single word and grasping at it like that; it was just that I’d really been thrown off-balance by his effect on me. I’d spent a more or less sleepless night convincing myself I’d totally imagined the whole embarrassing falling in love thing, but my very first sight of him the next morning blew that theory away.

How the heck was I ever going to learn to suppress my feelings enough to maintain an appropriate collegial relationship with him in the workplace? I was actually panicking at this thought.

Next, I sat through a demonstration of failsafe protocols. “Here it is not like a Hollywood movie with a single switch or red button that makes everything go boom,” Dr. Orlov (I could not think of him as Peter) told me. “Every sequence is controlled by computer programming developed over many months. But there must be manual overrides in the case of quenches, or tardy workers who are still down in the accelerator ring during firing. Or baguettes…”

“Baguettes?” I was totally mystified.

Giancarlo sighed and explained. “This happened in 2009. A pigeon dropped some breadcrumbs on top of a sensor, and down below it overheated to 8 Kelvin, which caused a near-breakdown. The LHC can’t conduct at temperatures above absolute zero, you see.”

Dr. Orlov looked amused by the story, which made me think that he was the kind of scientist who enjoyed scoring off his colleagues. Most of the CERN employees around us were engineers and technicians, some representing the various multinational companies that supplied the equipment for each CERN project. ATLAS was only one of seven of these big projects, though it was probably the most glamorous.

“Avoid these people—they are all spies,” my new boss, Dr. Peter Orlov, said in a dramatic stage whisper, steering me toward the elevators by my elbow. His tone was jokey, but his grip was like steel.

“Peter means that the corporate engineers are mostly concerned for their own interests, not the pure science,” said Giancarlo.

Orlov shrugged. “And all the pure scientists are the most interested in their good press and Nobels. One cannot win.”

“Where are you taking me?” I asked as the elevator doors opened.

“Where do you think, Miss Mira? Down for your first sight of the ring!”

“But is it… will we be—?” I was going to say ‘safe’, but was drowned out by Orlov’s laughter.

“How I wish these lifts had mirrors! Your face is so frightened, you should see it. Don’t worry, it’s perfectly safe—they are only test-firing today.”

However, I noticed on the elevator ride downstairs that Giancarlo wasn’t smiling.

It was a long ride down—I lost count of how deep, but my ears kept popping.

We exited at what was called the ‘minus-one-hundred-meter level’, which contained boiler rooms and storage facilities and a landing stage for the monorail. Before entering the ring tube via the vast Experiment Hall, we all had to strip off (in separate dressing rooms, thank God) and put on fluorescent orange jumpsuits and special rubbery plastic shoes and gloves. And paper underwear. We also had to wear goggles and hard hats. Oh, and we had to leave our iPhones behind, which would become a big problem later (and lead to my first venture into crime).

My ID photo on its lanyard was the only thing I was allowed to carry through, I guess in case they needed to identify my body later.

Then we took a steel staircase down to the floor of the ATLAS Detector itself, a series of concentric rings of gigantic coiled electromagnets in a room half the size of Notre Dame Cathedral. From there, we walked into the tunnel which houses the Large Hadron Collider rings. This is basically made up of multiple smaller rings all bundled together around a big main one and looks sort of like a high tech whiskey distillery that’s been rigged up inside one of the Paris Metro tunnels. A whiskey distillery cooled by liquid helium to -271 degrees centigrade. If any had leaked out, we’d have all been frozen instantly. Sub-detector stations punctuated the tubing every twenty yards or so, and a few engineers dressed like us were busy doing final inspections on them. Every now and then, one would pass us on a bicycle.

There was an I-beam railroad track on the ceiling overhead—the monorail ran suspended from it—but it wasn’t running today, Giancarlo said. I guess they were in a hurry for me to see everything up close and personal, since our particular experiment would involve finding ways of physically accelerating plasma flow.

So, we poked along in a sort of yellow golf cart, Orlov and I in the two seats and Giancarlo perched on the tool chest trunk in the back. A long strip of iridescent white tape on the floor acted as a traffic lane separating us from the ring itself. As we drove, the two men explained what happened when the LHC’s (that’s what they called the collider) beams of protons and lead ions flowed around the 17-mile ring at just under the speed of light.

“When the collision is improperly contained, there is physical destruction, a smashup. That is what happened the time before the baguette incident when we suffered a most catastrophic quench. We were offline for a year after that one; there was liquid helium spilled everywhere, and two of the ten-ton toroid magnets were actually torn off their foundations inside the barrels. It was quite an incredible sight, the destruction after.”

Boys always love smashing their toys to pieces. They can’t seem to help it. Even at this level.

From behind us, Giancarlo said, “We have had so many technical problems here that some of our colleagues have speculated that the collider is being sabotaged by time-travelling particles from its own future…”

He was interrupted by a shrill wailing noise that sounded a little like a car alarm going off.

“What’s that?” I asked. Well, shouted. And I guess I sounded pretty nervous. It had been some time since we’d seen any other Willy Wonka orange-suited people.

“It is the clear signal!” Giancarlo shouted back. “It is to warn everyone to leave the tunnel!”

But Orlov, who was driving, made no move to turn the motorized cart around. When I stared at him in horror, he just grinned. The alarm switched off, leaving my ears ringing almost deafeningly in the silence.

“Poor Miss Mira, you must imagine this is all a prank to torment you. But it is part of the failsafe procedure—they are just testing the signal systems. It is completely normal, I assure you.”

“Perhaps we should turn around, Peter,” said Giancarlo after this had gone on for a few minutes. “The muon ultra-high-MeV mock-up is scheduled for 1100 hours, and it must be nearly that now.” None of us had watches, either; there were digital clock readouts on the sub-detector stations we passed, but these were all blinking now, casting around red strobes that were altogether not calming.

Orlov said something, but it was drowned out by the alarms coming back on. “All right!” He shouted above it. “I surrender! I suppose she has seen enough for one morning.” He turned the wheel of the cart tightly—and its electric motor died. “Chyort voz’mi!”

“Never mind,” said Giancarlo. “We can walk.”

I didn’t know about the two of them, but I planned to run.

We took off back in the direction we’d just come from, with them setting a pretty brisk pace, too, even though Orlov kept repeating that we were being stupid, and there was nothing to worry about. But the place was totally deserted, which made it feel even creepier with the overhead lights dimming and the alarms going on and off. The loudspeaker crackled to life, but I couldn’t make out a single word.

“Was that in German?” I asked Giancarlo. By now, we were nearly running, Orlov dancing ahead of us like a little leprechaun. I had a feeling I was going to feel very embarrassed the next morning at my dumb panic. But better dumb than dead, right?

“No, I don’t think so,” he said. I was panting, but he was hardly even breathing hard. “Why? Don’t you speak German? With a surname like Verborgen?”

“Ein bisschen,” I managed to gasp; then the alarms came back on. And then off again. Then something else happened. All the lights went out all at once. Like totally. And a loud train noise rumbled inside the LHC ring. It swelled slowly to a deafening roar.

“Ach Scheiße! That means ‘oh shit,’ in case you don’t know.” Giancarlo grabbed my hand, and we seriously sprinted for the exit into the ATLAS Experiment Hall, the soles of our plastic shoes slapping on the concrete floor.

We’d just made it into the Detector, where the giant magnets now hummed around the central solenoid, when a noise like the heart of the sun bursting tore me apart in the space of a single second, and the universe exploded into a billion blinding colors, before fading slowly to white…


Chapter Three

The first time I ever used the f-word in front of her, my mom marched me into the bathroom and washed my mouth with soap.

Dial, which tastes way worse than Ivory. I say “the first time,” but it was pretty much the only time. That was back in maybe third grade, and to this day, I have a lot of trouble saying the f-word, you know, out loud. However, “fudge-cakes” and “H-E-double hockey sticks” didn’t exactly cover it after I was atom-smashed into complete and utter non-existence.

And then realized that I actually still existed. You know: the old I think, therefore I am argument. We physicists are big on Cartesian Dualism—and finally, it had come in handy.

I was floating in the clouds staring up into a pure blue sky. Bright sunlight warmed me, and a cool, sweet-smelling breeze tickled my face. Obviously, I was in Heaven. If Heaven had rocks and gritty dirt and some kind of scrubby grassy heather that was starting to irritate my back. So, I sat up—and received two surprises, one little, one big. The first was that Heaven had mountains and jet contrails in the sky. The second was that I was totally invisible.

Not cloudy and translucent like some kind of ghost. Not transparent but reflecting light or casting shadows. Invisible. As in nonexistent.

Except I was. Existent, I mean, if that’s a word. I could feel everything, including my own face when I touched it. Meaning I wasn’t dead, exactly; the explosion of anti-matter or whatever had happened at the LHC had somehow reassembled my poor annihilated atoms into a form invisible to the naked eye. And then apparently shot me up onto the nearest mountaintop. So, technically I wasn’t actually in Heaven, I was still somewhere in Switzerland.

It was like God had cursed me by making all my childhood wishes come true. I was wearing the Harry Potter Invisibility Cloak—and I was stuck on the freakin’ set of The Sound of Music!

“I am so never going to ever say the words ‘Big Bang’ ever, ever again.” I spoke louder than I’d meant to, and my voice echoed a little off a rocky spur behind me.

That was when I got my third surprise. After a few seconds, Giancarlo’s voice echoed back. “Mira? Are you okay?”

“Giancarlo? I’m over here.”

“Where?”

Duh. Of course… he couldn’t see me. Problem was, I couldn’t see him either. Should I be yodeling at him or whatever so he could find me? Is this why the Swiss did it? Or used to do it, anyway—they probably all just use cell phones nowadays. Which was when I realized that neither of us had ours on us.

“Mira?” The scrub-grass in front of me parted, and some flowers I decided had to be edelweiss got trampled by unseen footsteps.

“Right here, Giancarlo.”

“So you’ve turned invisible, too. I’m trying to decide whether our bodies are bending light at an atomic or sub-atomic level, or whether it is perceptual on our part.”

“There’s the matter of our bunny suits,” I said. He abruptly bumped into me, then grabbed at me with both invisible hands. “And our rubber gloves. That argues for a physical rather than a metaphysical explanation.”

I couldn’t see him, but I could feel him—and that was a wonderful relief. A wonderful feeling that it was Giancarlo touching me, mostly, but also that I wasn’t all alone in the universe.

“So you think that our atomic structure has been charged by the accident during collision—like the structure of calcite, for example—to bend light waves?” he asked. “That implies the effect could be temporary.”

He took my hand, which seemed really natural and obvious, and we began walking back together in the direction he’d just come from.

“Maybe. Or maybe there’s something else we aren’t thinking of, like a time lens.” I said. “If the plasma wave that annihilated us encountered a tiny black hole lasting even only 15 trillionths of a second, wouldn’t that be enough to disrupt us in time?”

“So…” said Giancarlo, sounding as abstracted and coolly analytical as I was. Shock was the ultimate chill pill, but in my case, it really was just for show. Inside, I was majorly freaking. “We would now exist a fraction of an instant earlier or later than the real-time experienced by the rest of the world as the sun’s rays strike us.” We both mulled this proposition over for a while. “There is only one problem with this. We should at least be visible to each other.”

I couldn’t help myself—I had to correct him. “Not if we’ve been displaced at slightly different milliseconds in time.” Now you see why I don’t get many second dates.

“We have only been thinking of ourselves,” Giancarlo said. “I wonder where Peter is.”

So, we started yelling “Peter!” and “Dr. Orlov!” in each direction, but no sound came back except for distant echoes. By now, we had reached a little meadow, from which we had a good view of the surrounding mountains.

“I don’t think he’s here.” Unless—and this was the first time the thought occurred to me with a faint twinge of fear—he was lurking around somewhere and didn’t want us to know he was there.

“Thank God we were holding hands,” said Giancarlo. “Otherwise, we might have been flung very far apart.”

Walking and talking together, holding hands in the edelweiss like that, you’d almost think we were in love. But his next words shattered that illusion.

“I must phone Ingeborg at once to let her know I am not dead. By now the accident at the LHC must surely be TV news, and someone will have texted her from the Centre to tell her I am missing. But we have no phones with us! Das stinkt mir! Or my wristwatch. To know the time would be important. It might be tomorrow now. Or many years in the past! And we don’t know how far we have been transported physically by the accident. Too bad, because my Breitling has GPS.”

How ironic was that? To be stranded on a Swiss mountaintop with no wristwatch. Or chocolate.

Then Giancarlo stopped dead in his tracks. “I don’t think we are in Schweiz, I mean, Switzerland, anymore.”

“Where do you think we are?” We certainly weren’t in the Sahara.

“I think… perhaps north Italy. To me, those mountaintops faraway look familiar from holiday trips in my childhood. I think it is the Monte Rosa Dufourspitze, not so far from Zermatt.”

Obviously, I couldn’t see where he was pointing, but after he’d described the mountain’s weird shape and bluish color, I finally figured out which one he was talking about, and my heart sank.

“You mean, we have to walk all that way?” Okay, I guess I maybe sounded a little whiny, because I had those thin plastic shoes on that didn’t really fit, and it looked like it was at least twenty or thirty miles across rugged mountain terrain.

“No, no. I think behind us is the Val d’Ossola, a very nice industrial valley. If we walk down the mountains in that direction, we can perhaps catch a bus or train that will take us back to Romandie and Geneva. If we are still in the present day. But we must be very careful not to lose physical contact, because once we are around other people, it will become difficult to shout to each other.”

I wasn’t complaining. Maybe Giancarlo’s heart still belonged to Heidi, but his hand belonged to me. And from what I’d observed of the icy bimbo, I didn’t think she’d be content with an invisible boyfriend for long.

Granted, I had no actual evidence she was a bimbo, or icy for that matter, so I mentally took it back, feeling a teeny bit guilty. But you can see what kind of stupid fog my mind was in during our hike through the rocks and meadows and foothills until we came first to forestland and then a little winding paved trail leading down past a stone wall to a modern two-lane road overlooking a brook. The road was paved, and patched with asphalt, and bounded by guardrails, and had a discreet sign that said ‘Via Camblione.’ So at least we hadn’t been blasted back to the Neolithic.

The narrow road was busy; we had to constantly hug one side or the other to avoid being run over by cars. Current models, so we knew we hadn’t traveled backwards or forwards in time. But because of this, it seemed to take us forever to walk the mile or two into town. The houses grew thicker and thicker on both sides of the road, white chalet-style with tiled Italian-villa roofs. Flowers and satellite dishes were in bloom everywhere, in gardens and balconies and window boxes, along with white laundry hung out to dry. Snatches of music and the smells of yummy northern Italian cooking escaped from the open doorways of shops as we entered the town, which turned out to be called Villadossola.

The view was gorgeous; high green hills on every side with the blue-brown mountains in the distance capped with snow. I made a mental note to come back here on our honeymoon as soon as Giancarlo came to his senses and realized he preferred me to some great big blond Swisswoman who just so happened to look like a fashion model.

But in the meantime, I had more pressing concerns. Like how to become visible again. And, more importantly, how to steal something for lunch. I was suddenly ravenous! I was terrified my tummy would start gurgling and one of the schoolkids pedaling by on their dirt bikes would overhear it.

“Yes, I am very hungry, too,” Giancarlo whispered back in my ear after I’d mentioned this. “It is astonishing that our atomically reassembled organs still have normal digestive function.”

“That,” I said firmly, “remains to be conclusively proved.” I decided to test our digestive theories thoroughly and scientifically at the Ristorante Daniele Pizzeria.

What could go wrong?


Chapter Four

A whole lot.

Turns out even the laid-back Italians get kind of spooked when they notice their food floating off the counter and across the room. You’d think a culture that old and sophisticated with a proud tradition of ghost stories would be pretty blasé about stuff like that by now, but no.

“That went well,” Giancarlo whispered sarcastically as we hid in the bushes next door to the Ristorante.

“How was I to know that old lady would spot us—and then call the police?” The worst part was the little grey Bolognese dog that yapped, and snarled, and tried to bite our invisible jump-suited ankles. Even now, it was still barking at us from the doorway while the policeman was inside, presumably taking a statement from its owner. “At least we learned one important new fact. Our food doesn’t remain visible while it’s being digested.”

“Ah, but does that mean it is being molecularly converted by our new physical state? Or is light simply being curved around it by our bodies? Or even our clothing?”

Snappish and still viciously hungry—we’d only managed to snatch a few bites before the old lady and the dog went ballistic—I was about to hiss back, ‘What the hell’s the difference?’, but he went on, “You know, the poliziotto has left his vehicle door open.”

“We can’t steal it!” I had this mental picture from the movies of the little blue patrol car tooling up the highway in broad daylight with nobody visibly at the wheel. We wouldn’t get five miles. Besides, we’d run out of gas long before we got to Geneva.

“No, no, of course. But we can hide in the backseat. In little towns like these, the police station is always next to the train station.”

Our canine nemesis all but foamed at the mouth when we snuck past it and into the police car—and it was a super tight fit inside the tiny Fiat Panda—but nobody seemed to spot us. The policeman came back, chewing on a calzone that should have been ours, and loosened the gleaming black leather cross-belt over his ample chest. Then he drove off, chattering into his radio and laughing. From time to time, Giancarlo squeezed my hand reassuringly, while I prayed the cop’s incredibly pungent cologne didn’t induce a sneezing fit. It was only a five-minute drive, but I almost didn’t make it. My eyes were streaming, and I was squeezing my nose and trying to hold my breath when the policeman suddenly parked in the street and got out, slamming the door behind him.

Then I let fly.

“Gesù Cristo, Mira. Twelve times?”

“I steeze a lot—I cad helb it,” I said, illustrating my point. I also can’t talk after such an attack.

Anyway, after it passed, Giancarlo slowly pushed the front door on his side open so that it looked like the poliziotto had left it ajar and it was swinging slowly. Then we quickly snuck out, hoping nobody would notice.

This wasn’t helped by Giancarlo muttering, “Twenty-three times! I would not have believed it possible.” Which were words I honestly wouldn’t have minded hearing from him sometime, just not there and not in that context.

He was right, though; the train station, Stazione di Domodossola, which looked like a small white granite palace, was directly next door. Inside, it was even more palatial, resembling a small, very clean art museum, nothing like Kentucky’s train stations. Which all are actually museums. We were in luck; not only was there a train between Milano and Brig, Switzerland due within the hour, but the pastry racks in the coffee bar were largely unattended. I discovered that if I popped their offerings down the front of my jumpsuit, we could sneak off to the restrooms and eat them.

And restroom doors swing open and closed all day, and nobody notices.

“I must find a way to contact Inge,” Giancarlo kept saying, so I lost my temper and told him to stay in the men’s restroom (he wouldn’t go in the women’s, like that mattered) where I could find him. Then I went out to steal a cell phone.

Trust me, that’s not as easy as it sounds. Most people are joined to theirs at the wrist. Like, literally. A couple of teenaged girls in the waiting area were texting compulsively on their iPhones; one of their younger brothers played Candy Crush on his. A German businessman in a Hugo Boss suit talked on his headset, and several other men passed by with theirs likely in pockets or brief cases. Or maybe they didn’t own cell phones, though that seemed slightly less likely than me being the victim of an accident in a super-collider that rendered me invisible and transported me several hundred kilometers away to Italy.

A large, very noisy coed group of British cyclists came in and congregated at the coffee bar. Crowds were too scary to get close to—too much risk of being jostled or even bowled over—but one of the women put her Nokia down on the counter and sort of seemed to forget it for a minute. So, I quickly edged over and popped it down my jumpsuit, where it got stuck in a place that would have been incredibly embarrassing if anyone could’ve seen me.

Of course, if anyone could have seen me, I would probably have been arrested on the spot, and embarrassment would have been the least of my worries. But at least I would have been visible again.

I went back in the restroom and tapped gently on the locked toilet stall where I’d left Giancarlo until he opened it. Our toilet stall. Maybe someday I’d bring our grandkids to see it. Right, that was really going to happen. Anyway, I very romantically wedged myself up against him over the none-too-clean toilet and made him help me fish the phone out of my paper underwear. I might not have Heidi’s arsenal of Nordic weapons at my command, but I was definitely giving this all I had. I might never find myself alone with Giancarlo again. Inside a restroom stall, anyway.

Though, in a sense, I guess, the two of us were now unique—and therefore in a sense all alone in the universe together, no matter where we were. Along with Peter Orlov, wherever and whatever he now was…

“Where did you get this?” Giancarlo whispered at me furiously.

“What do you think? I stole it!” I hissed back.

“Then you must return it at once. But first, perhaps, yes, I should phone Inge first. She must be very worried. And she must call my parents for me after that. And then you must call anyone you love—your boyfriend or partner or…”

“I don’t have a boyfriend or partner or…” I trailed off just as he had.

If it had been any other guy, I’d have suspected he was fishing, but Giancarlo struck me as the type who used dynamite when he did. Seriously, was he normally this controlling? But while he dialed his girlfriend’s number on the cell phone that hung in midair between us, I realized that he was probably still in shock and dealing with it in his own way. I’d been using the crutch of viewing everything as a long and sort of weird first date, but obviously he couldn’t do that and still feel loyal.

However, I liked my crutch. Maybe it wasn’t fair to him or Heidi, but it felt good to be head over heels for the first time in my life, even if it was unrealistic. And it was getting me through a really rough first day at work…

Okay, okay, her name was not Heidi. Or Iceberg. It was Ingeborg. As in, “Ingeborg, es ist Giancarlo. Hören Sie, ich habe etwas Wichtiges zu sagen. Inge? Inge? Nein, ich bin nicht tot, das ist wirklich mir…” He was telling her he wasn’t dead, and going by all the squawking and hysteria on the other end, she was in total freak-out mode. Much as I hated to, I had to face the fact that she really loved him, and I was being unforgivably selfish. Not to mention dumb.

After he’d given her a brief account of the accident, omitting such minute details as my being along for the ride and our handy invisible status, he told her he’d be home tonight, but not to let the cat out of the bag to CERN, and to please call his parents to let them know he was alive.

“Now you must telephone your parents, as well, and then put the cell back where you found it.”

He’d been speaking in a normal tone, because anyone walking in would have just assumed he was conducting more than one sort of business inside a closed stall and probably wouldn’t have looked any closer. Obviously, I couldn’t do that in a men’s restroom, so I went back into the women’s, and called my folks, waking them up. They hadn’t heard anything about the accident. That’s just about the only good thing about being from Bowling Green; the world could end, but they wouldn’t get the news until two weeks later.

When I was done, instead of returning the Nokia to the British chick, I crushed its SIM card on the floor and flushed the pieces down the toilet. Then I dumped the rest of the device in the trash. I know. I suck, but I had no choice; I totally did not want the calls traced, in case the EU or the NSA got wind of a pair of invisible physicists roaming around and wanted to interrogate us, or experiment on us, or whatever, like in the movies.

Maybe Giancarlo didn’t have it in him to be a hardboiled criminal on the lam, but obviously one of us was going to have to step up to the plate. Being an American, I guess I was a natural for the job, at least in European eyes.

Of course, I was then tormented with guilt the rest of the afternoon. I’d lost my cell before—heck, I wasn’t ever going to see my present iPhone again, either—so I knew pretty much how the poor Brit cyclist felt. Probably like she’d just had a death in the family.

On the other hand, not only did she have a Mercedes folding bike that must have cost like two grand, but also a boyfriend. Who could, you know, see her.

So I quit feeling bad for her, and started all over with me.


Chapter Five

Sneaking onto trains is the absolute surprisingly easiest trick you can possibly pull in public when you’re invisible. Especially if they’re half-empty, like the one from Milano was when we boarded. All we had to do was keep our mouths shut and hope that nobody tried to sit on us.

When we transferred at Brig onto the Simplon train to Geneva, however, things got way more crowded, and we had to stand the rest of the way after stopping at Montreux. “Next time let’s get a sleeper,” I whispered in Giancarlo’s ear, but he didn’t laugh, clearly tensing up at the prospect of going home. It was one thing to wake up in the mountains thinking you’d died and gone to Heaven; it was totally another to go back to your daily life as a phantom.

Sneaking onto buses turned out to be a whole lot harder, though, once we got to Geneva. Especially after dark. The bus drivers slam the door in your face, and if they don’t see anybody at the stop, they just drive right on by. We didn’t get to St. Genis, where Giancarlo and Inge made their home on the French side of the border, until a little after midnight.

Giancarlo explained the economics of this as we wearily trudged the last three miles of our journey on the sidewalk that ran beside the highway. “If you rent, you live in Meyrin. If you want to buy, you live in St. Genis-Pouilly or Thoiry, where the prices are much lower.”

Somehow, I didn’t think that was going to be an issue for me. The more I thought about it, the more it seemed likely that I would end up either scavenging like a wild animal or else held captive in some special government lab for the rest of my life.

Maybe you’ve been wondering why I’ve been so paranoid about being captured by government scientists and poked and probed and tested and studied like a guinea pig right from the get-go. Well, seriously; wouldn’t you be? I mean, think about it. Let’s say you woke up one morning totally invisible, but instead of running and hiding like we’d been doing, you decided to, you know, ‘come out’ and try to live your life as usual. Exactly how long do you think that would last, before everybody around you went psycho and Tweeted about you and you started drawing crowds every time you went outside? Which means cops detaining you for ‘your own safety’ and then involvement by ‘higher authorities’, right? And even if by some miracle your government actually left you alone, then what are the odds some evil corporation or foreign government like Russia or somebody wouldn’t snatch you up to find out how to recreate your new powers for military purposes? It would be like a whole new space race or whatever.

“And you’re totally, absolutely sure Inge won’t mind me showing up like this?” I asked Giancarlo for maybe the third time. Well, ‘showing up’ like Casper the Friendly Ghost, anyway.

We’d discussed trying to break into my hotel room when we finally got as far as the airport, but we both agreed it would be impossible. And besides, in addition to my cell, all my credit cards and IDs were impounded at CERN, if they’d survived the blast. If there had even been a blast; we didn’t know that for sure, since we still hadn’t seen any news. However, I was definitely going to have to borrow some of his girlfriend’s clothes, if I could find any that could fit me and not, say, Gisele Bundchen.

“Of course you must come to stay with us for now, Mira. Don’t worry, I will explain everything to Inge.”

Yeah, good luck with that, I thought.

“She is a very rational person.”

Uh huh. I could just imagine that conversation: “Honey, um, guess what happened at work today? We had kind of an industrial accident, and now I’m this cool superhero, See-Thrupio. And I’ve brought my sidekick, the Invisible Girl, home to live with the two of us. So how was your day?”

Okay, maybe I was wrong and she would be good with that. It stood to reason that if Giancarlo loved her, she must be a pretty amazing person. Obviously, I was just being jealous. Again. Irrationally, too, because he’d given me absolutely no signals. I had to chill and start acting normal. Which was easy enough to tell myself while we were still holding hands, but not so easy when we actually got there and he pushed the front buzzer.

Their apartment was on the main drag, rue de Geneve, but in an old part of town, where the road was twisty and narrow. They lived two floors above a real estate office in a building which had been renovated and had modern balconies with picture windows facing onto them.

“Da ich bin,” he said into the grille. It’s me. “Mira ist bei mir. There is something I must tell you, though, Inge—so please prepare yourself. You can’t… see us. The accident has made our atoms invisible for now. Perhaps it is only temporary.”

I don’t know what kind of reaction I was expecting. Okay, actually I guess I did. I thought we’d get the full range of Hollywood hysterics out of Ingeborg, with lots of comic pratfalls and dropped dishes or maybe fainting, you know, like in Ghostbusters.

Instead, she just opened the door when we got upstairs and said, “Ich fragte mich, ob so etwas passiert sein könnte.” “I thought something like this might have happened.” She stood in the doorway peering around blindly. Then in English, “Are you here now, Gianni? Is your friend here with you?”

You totally gotta hand it to Swiss chicks—they’re cool as ice water. Or icebergs.

“Ja,” said Giancarlo; then there was movement beside me, and her clothes flattened and her expression altered as he hugged her. She looked sort of shocked but relieved at the same time, and I realized that she truly had been frantic earlier—her eyes were still bright red—and that she really cared about him. Which sucked, but I was going to have to put on my big girl pants about it.

“Oh, Mausi!” Her voice suddenly trembled, “ich war so ausgeflippt, als ich dachte, du wärst tot! Quickly now. You must both come inside at once.” I did and closed the door behind me; Inge’s eyes widened involuntarily at the sight. “The security officers have already been here from CERN, and now the police are watching the front of the house. Did you see them?”

“No, I think they have already gone,” said Giancarlo. “Tell me, why did you think that something like this might have happened to us?”

“Come, I’ll show you.”

The living room was small but pretty and expensively furnished; one or both of them must have come from some family money. There was an Italianate black leather couch facing the big Phillips Smart TV with a matching chair to one side; I sat in the chair, invisibly indenting the leather, so they could cuddle together on the couch. Meanwhile, Inge fiddled with the Virgin Media TiVo remote, and a news clip in French popped on with a big CERN graphic above the chyron. Then suddenly it flashed to a pixelated YouTube feed. It was of Peter Orlov.

“By now the world knows of the uncontained smash at the Hadron Large Collider this morning at CERN,” he said in his accented English directly at the camera; French subtitles appeared on his chest. Dr. Orlov looked exhilarated, almost glowing, like he’d just won the lottery or a gold Olympic medal or something. “What no one knows yet is that it was the result of a specific computer program compiled and run by me in order to expose three volunteers, I and my two assistants, Dr. Giancarlo Colombo and Mina Verborgen, to a multi-beam ion and lead plasma wave traveling at the speed of light. My intention was to annihilate every atomic particle in our bodies and reassemble them artificially within a single Planck unit.”

A Planck unit is the briefest measurement of time, basically a bajillionth of a second.

“I can report the experiment has been an unqualified success. I have complete control over every aspect of my body down to the elemental subatomic level. In other words, I am now indestructible. I cannot age or die. I am capable of superhuman feats, such as becoming invisible or flying to the moon and back again. I can even alter the reality of space and time. Yet, I have not brought this fantastic achievement about from any selfish lust for power or glory. No, not at all! I am beyond such considerations, now that I have liberated myself from the fears of sickness and death. I have become like a god, yet I freely and generously offer to share my work with any scientist in the world who wishes to implement it. Yes, I wish every person alive to share in my genius!

“In the coming weeks and months, I will begin my next project, which will be to build a much vaster and more powerful collider capable of irradiating every person on the planet. Imagine—it will soon girdle the globe and allow all of you life everlasting! This is my great ambition, to free humankind from the tyranny of mortality. I urge all world governments to join me in my noble quest. And if my two assistants have survived the experiment, I also urge them to rejoin me at once so that we may continue our efforts.”

The video ended, and the newscast cut back to the speakerine’s bewildered face.

“Volunteer? I didn’t volunteer for any of this!” I didn’t even mention that Orlov had gotten my name totally wrong. On the most watched YouTube video like in the history of the planet.

“Assistant?” Giancarlo was even more outraged. “I’m his associate! Figlio di puttanta bastardo! I wrote most of that program—but I thought its application would be purely theoretical. Like a video game, you know. He has gone entirely… how do you say, bonkers?”

Our former boss certainly struck me as insane. And I had absolutely no wish to rejoin him and end up a victim of any more of his ‘experiments.’ Which sort of put me out of a job. But that was the least of my worries, come to think of it. Aside from spy or lab rat, there isn’t much of a job market for invisible people, when you stop to think about it. Would you really want one in your home or workplace?

“Would you like me to play it again for you?” asked Inge.

“Nein, bitte, Süßling,” said Giancarlo. “Mira and I are very hungry, actually. We have not eaten properly since this morning and have walked many kilometers. So if you do not mind, we will prepare a supper for ourselves now.”

I have no idea why she would have minded; it turned out that Inge never personally set foot in the kitchen herself except to take containers of Danon yogurt and Bio Siegel frozen dinners out of the fridge. Süßling, by the way, means “little sweetie” and sounds even more nauseating than Mausi, especially when applied to a giantess. Just saying.


Chapter Six

What I was even more than hungry by now was thirsty.

And so, I chugged glass after glass of water while Giancarlo and I chopped up leeks and onions and potatoes and simmered them in cubes of broth to make what he called a ‘papet Vaudois.’ The sight must have looked incredibly weird to Inge, who stood watching us in the doorway. Or, to be more accurate, watching glasses fly around and fill up and then empty, and knives slice and dice, and saucepans move and shake all by themselves. It even looked pretty weird to me—and I was responsible for half of it.

“So what does all of this mean?” she asked finally, still speaking English out of politeness.

“We don’t know yet,” said Giancarlo.

“But Peter says he can, what is it, control his body. He says he can be invisible like you. Or fly to the moon—and that he will never die. Is this true for you, as well?”

If Giancarlo and I could have looked at each other then, I think we would have. Because, honestly, all of that hadn’t actually occurred to me yet. Or him, probably.

“I don’t think so,” I said finally. “I mean if there are some special instructions or magic words like in a game of D&D, I don’t know what they are. Do you, Giancarlo? Was anything like that in your computer program?”

I could almost hear him shaking his head. “No.”

“We can’t even figure out how to make ourselves visible again, much less how to turn it on and off.”

“But what about the other things he said?” she went on doggedly. I didn’t know Ingeborg at all, but I could already see she didn’t like any ambiguity in her life. “Do you really live forever now? Are you, what did he say—unausrottbar?”

“Indestructible,” Giancarlo added helpfully for my benefit. Neither of them realized I could understand German yet, and I was, well, shy about telling them. It was partly embarrassment because I hadn’t mentioned it sooner—‘ein bisschen’ is what every tourist says when asked if he speaks German, and my spoken German wasn’t actually so terrific, to be honest, because I’d grown up speaking Amish or Dietsch, as they call it—but the real reason was because I was morbidly curious about their relationship and sort of wanted to spy on them a little. And also, I wanted to know what Inge really thought about me being there. So shoot me. Maybe I would make a great spy.

“I have a good idea,” he said. “I will cut my finger, and then we will see.”

“How will we see anything?” I asked. “Won’t your blood just be invisible?”

“Perhaps. Perhaps not. When I urinated before, its color was visible.”

“But pee—urine, I mean—is a waste product,” I said. “It never became a part of you. Your blood is.”

“But that’s my point precisely, Mira.” He was getting excited now. “If I cut myself over this empty saucer, then even if you are right, my blood will still be perfectly transparent. Even if we can only feel the wetness of it, at least we will know it is there. That would mean Peter is wrong and there would be hope for us to someday become normal again. But if he is right…”

“What then?” asked Inge.

“Then I will not bleed.”

“This is a mad thing!”

But Giancarlo’s carving knife floated upwards anyway, and I involuntarily leaned forward to watch it puncture empty air. “If it is cutting into me, there should be some blurring slightly below the point of the blade as the light around it is curved by my epidermis.”

I couldn’t see any, but felt compelled to contradict him. It’s kind of a compulsion with me around guys I like. And I didn’t just like Giancarlo; every minute of his company just made me appreciate him more. “Not necessarily. That could be caused by dimpling. Does it hurt?”

“A little, perhaps. A faint pinch as I press harder. But I don’t believe the skin has broken. Here, touch my finger and see if you feel any blood.” This took some groping. Inge couldn’t see me doing it, but the expression on her disproportionately small face said she wasn’t crazy about the idea.

“Nope, nothing.”

“Hold on. Next, I will try my upper arm.”

“Ihre Bizeps,” muttered Inge. I guess personal trainers and coaches must take lots of anatomy courses and whatever. And correct people a lot, too. So at least I have something in common with women who look like super-models.

“Try it through the sleeve of your bunny suit. If Orlov is right, then the atomic structure of our clothes should be indestructible, too, right?”

“Possibly. But it is not organic matter.” He raised the knife and its motion became more and more frenzied as he evidently sawed at himself with increasing force. “Cazzo! Fick mich, that was a stupid idea. Excuse me please for my bad language.”

“That is enough!” said Inge, groping her way toward him. “What if you are hurt? I cannot to the hospital bring you.” Her English waxed and waned when she was upset.

“Minute! I am not bleeding—I can feel it. However the Schutzanzug, the safety suit, is cut to pieces.”

That explained the deterioration of my rubber shoes. They were so tattered, I took them off when we were walking through Meyrin and walked the rest of the way barefoot.

“Genug!” she said, but even as she did, the blade turned in midair, plunging with incredible force in the general direction of his heart. This culminated in a pained oof, as it knocked the breath out of him. Then he started laughing.

“I may be the Invisible Man, but I believe Peter is perfectly correct. I am unverwundbar. I cannot be injured or killed. Though it certainly does not feel pleasant to try it. It is your turn, Mira.”

He handed me the butcher knife, but I didn’t catch hold of it right away—hey, it’s difficult grasping objects when you can’t see your hands (kind of like trying to touch your nose with your eyes closed)—and it clattered on the Italian tiles of the kitchen floor.

“No thanks, I’ll take your word for it. But… if we can’t be hurt or killed, then why are we so hungry? And thirsty? Can we starve to death if we don’t eat? Or dehydrate if we don’t drink?”

“I think not,” said Giancarlo. “I think it is our—what do you call them?—nerve endings, screaming when we don’t eat and drink, just as they did when I was trying to harm myself. There has come no loss of sensitiveness with our enforced condition. We have not grown scales or armor. Which is good. It means we don’t have to sacrifice the pleasure feelings either.”

“Great! Because I’m hungrier than ever, smelling this. It’s driving me crazy. I’ll wrestle with my nerve endings tomorrow.”

“If you like, we can substitute Emmental for the sausage. Ingeborg is a vegan.”

Inge nodded eagerly. “It is better for you. But if you are unsterblich, immortal, I suppose it doesn’t matter what one eats anymore. Or even exercises at all.” For a moment, Inge contemplated the pointlessness of her livelihood as it now applied to nagging Giancarlo. “But it is not fair! I think Peter is correct, even if he has done a terrible thing. Everyone should have this right. I want to be like you—I don’t want to ever look old!”

“But there aren’t any guarantees,” I pointed out. “You heard Dr. Orlov. He’s clearly delusional. He knows as well as we do that the effect could wear off anytime as the particles lose their charge. It could happen tomorrow—or in twenty years. With any luck, we’d just be normal again, but that’s a best-case scenario. In the meantime, you don’t want to be invisible, take it from me!”

“You say that is best. What is worst?”

“Atomic decay?”

“Or fission,” said Giancarlo. I hadn’t even thought of that. We might both be walking atomic bombs. With no way of knowing when we might go off.

Spending the night with Inge and Giancarlo turned out to be kind of nightmarish. They had a spare bedroom, but it was basically a little gym, filled with very expensive equipment, like a $15,000 Quik Gym ROM exerciser that looked like a futuristic version of the Time Machine and took up all the space where a bed should be. In fact, it took up most of the little room. So, I was stuck couch-surfing. But, at least, she was nice about donating some of her underwear and old socks and T-shirts; not much else of hers was ever going to fit me.

The shower totally rocked, maybe because I was finally able to fully relax a little from the frantic state I’d been in ever since the accident early that morning. America really should pass a law that all showerheads have to be detachable and handheld like they are in Switzerland. It was while I was bathing that I caught sight of my own body for the first time since very early that morning when it was outlined by the running water. It looked like a melting ice sculpture; when I got out and stared at myself in the big mirror, I was still covered in steam and droplets.

Hey, I was almost as hot as Inge, I decided… in a nice girl-next-door kind of way, before the water droplets stopped trickling and died, the mist evaporated, and I slowly, slowly faded away like I’d never been…


Chapter Seven

Sheets, pillows, and a blanket were stacked neatly on the sofa when I came back out of the bathroom.

I now visibly consisted of a pair of pink panties, blue socks, and a too-small bra (score one for me, yay) under a big Grasshopper-Club Zürich tee with a green-and-gold mascot inside a little shield on the breast. It might even have felt almost cozy, except, as I was starting to make up my bed for what was left of the night, I had to grind my teeth against the sounds of conjugal bliss coming from behind their closed bedroom door. To put it bluntly, Ingeborg was a screamer. I had a roommate like that once in college. With her boyfriend on the bunk below me. Every night one semester…

So I went back to the bathroom and stuffed cotton in my ears. If I clapped both hands over them and tried hard to distract myself, I could almost not hear her. I thought about the last day or two in Urbana-Champaign. And the last Christmas at my parents’ house. And the last time I’d had sex.

None of that helped, especially the last bit. Then the lesson of the shower steam hit, and it occurred to me that if I dyed my hair and caked on some theatrical makeup on my face and neck and hands, I might actually pass for human. Of course, I’d have to wear thick clothes over everything else, winter and summer. And my eyes… I’d have to get used to wraparound sunglasses, even at night. And false teeth—but I could never laugh or open my mouth very wide. Wasn’t there some old CozyTV show where aliens did all that? And their makeup kept melting?

I couldn’t remember. Anyway, forever seemed like a hell of a long time to spend in greasepaint and dark glasses, especially if we really were immortal now.

Ha. As if! That Russian dude was nuttier than a fruitcake. There was no way in the universe that whatever had happened to us could possibly last forever. Or even for very long. That was Newton’s third law of physics, one of the first things they taught you in school: that every action has an equal and opposite reaction.

And there’s nothing more unstable than a muon. Except for my previous romantic relationships.

At long last, Inge piped down after a crescendo of adult entertainment industry award-winning noises, and then I guess they both must have fallen asleep, so I tried to grab some, too. Sleep, I mean. Look on the bright side, I consoled myself—at least he’s a pretty decent lover. Maybe even the world’s greatest, from the sound of things. Unless that was just Inge responding to the thrill of an invisible demon lover doing delicious unseen things to her. That would certainly thrill the panties off me.

Problem was… there was only one invisible demon lover in the world I wanted in my bed. Or couch or whatever. Sigh…

Ingeborg Schwann (yes, that was really her last name) had a job at a yoga fitness center, but apparently her hours were as flexible as she was, so she very kindly drove over to my hotel first thing the next morning and picked up my stuff after I’d called and authorized it, claiming a hospital stay. She was all giggly and girlish over breakfast, being especially kind to me and doing cute little things like trying to butter Giancarlo’s face so she could see it. And then licking it off.

I say ‘butter,’ but it was some kind of vegan hempseed margarine stuff. I seriously liked her better as a standoffish ice-queen, when she was still, you know, unlikeable and I could hate her.

After Inge left for work, Giancarlo telephoned CERN to check in and tell them we were both still alive. They wanted him to Skype with them, but he pointed out that both his MacBook and his iPhone were still impounded there on campus. Then they asked him when he and I were coming back to work, meaning, when could they seize us for some lab tests, and he said in a day or two. We were both recovering from the trauma of our workplace accident. Meaning, we could still sue their sorry asses. So that’s how he left things, but fifteen minutes later, CERN security and French police cars showed up and parked outside. Followed soon by an RTS TV news van.

The front buzzer rang repeatedly, but nobody broke into the apartment, which surprised Giancarlo. Apparently, in France, the police don’t need a search warrant. “They know we are in here. I suppose that is enough for now. But perhaps they are afraid of us.”

“Afraid of us?” I echoed stupidly. “What’s to be afraid of?”

“Perhaps Peter has given some demonstration of his new powers—and they think we can do the same.”

“About these so-called super-powers… I mean, just what are they, anyway? And just how do we get ourselves unstuck from invisibility mode?”

“One minute, please,” he said, and went into the bedroom. I could tell, because this morning he was, like me, wearing clothes, in his case, a blue-grey jersey, jeans, and running socks. After a few minutes, this animated ensemble returned to the living room. “There is a black van in the back alley with some electronic equipment inside it, I think. Perhaps they overhear everything we say and do.”

“Well, good luck with that. It’s not exactly like they’re gonna learn anything, except maybe how clueless we are.”

“We need to rationalize this. We are trained scientists.”

“Let’s look at the video again,” I said, struck by a sudden thought. “Just what the heck did he mean by all that crap about ‘altering space and time’?”

“I think Peter has become insane,” Giancarlo said in conclusion after we’d watched it again two more times. “To me, the question is: was he always so and I simply failed to see it? Or has this experience caused some neurological damage in him? Could it perhaps affect us so, as well? Have we all simply imagined most or even all of our experiences after the accident? Perhaps it has all been nothing but a hallucination.”

This was a kind of weird and morbid tangent for Giancarlo to go off on. I mean, he was normally so sensible and down to earth. Obviously, a night of mad sex with Inge had its hormonal dark side.

“Well, what about those successful quantum teleportations at Delft? Or the old double-slit electron flow experiment? Those show what he says is at least theoretically possible, if he’s achieved full control of his own particles. Right?” See? I can talk down and dirty Physics, too, when I feel like showing men no mercy.

So basically, we spent the next two days arguing these points back and forth in their apartment while being surveilled and probably eavesdropped on the whole time by the powers that be. Whoever they were. The Swiss and French and EU governments, I guess, since CERN operates under joint national ministry auspices. Probably that was why we hadn’t been invaded and detained yet, because none of them could agree on who got to keep us. Giancarlo was totally paranoid about being spied on, coming up with all kinds of increasingly crackpot theories about their plans for us. Inge and I argued the cops were probably just keeping an eye out in case Orlov showed up here on his quest for global domination.

After all, Peter Orlov was the nutcase, right? He was the one threatening to bathe the entire planet in ion plasma rays, not us. We were just a pair of transparently harmless victims who couldn’t even make ourselves visible, much less superhuman.

Though Giancarlo certainly didn’t give up. After the butcher knife experiment, he tried microwaving one of his hands (which broke the microwave door), then electrocuting himself (which blew all the fuses in the building), then drowning himself in the bathtub. Finally, Ingeborg exploded.

“Ach, zur Holle mit dir! You should get over yourselves! All you ever do is discuss your body states!” She went into the bedroom and slammed the door.

After that, they started having a lot of long hissing fights in German. Which, of course, I could totally understand. I decided to ‘fess up the next time Giancarlo and I were left alone.

“I should have told you sooner,” I said. At least I didn’t have to meet his eye. “It was just that… after I didn’t say anything the first few times, I kind of didn’t know how to. I’ve, um, heard pretty much everything you’ve been saying.” And believe me, very little of what Inge had to say about me lately had been flattering.

Like that I’d been leaving hairs in the shower drain, which is ridiculous in so many ways, I don’t even know where to begin. Even if I had been, they’d have been invisible, duh.

“But I am confused. How do you even know German? Most Americans cannot speak any foreign language—not even English.” Have I mentioned that’s another thing about being invisible? It’s really hard to tell when somebody’s joking because you can’t see their facial expressions. Little emoticon cards we could flash at each other would certainly have come in handy.

“My dad was Ohio Amish,” I said. “He grew up speaking Plautdietsch, they call it, which I guess is what my German must sound like. It’s actually a very romantic story, the way he and Mom met. She’s an elementary school teacher, and one day he saw her coming out of the school building in Millersburg with a couple of her students and fell madly in love at first sight. So every school day after that, he would park his horse and buggy across from the school and wait to catch a glimpse of her. After a while, he started taking her and her kids for rides in his buggy, and I guess one thing led to another. Anyway, he was sort of shunned by his family for marrying her.”

“What is ‘shunned?’”

“What Inge is doing to us right now,” I said. Oops, I hadn’t meant to say that out loud.

“It is not you or your skills in German that is the problem. And I don’t mind that you have heard us fighting. It is our condition that is getting on her nerves,” said Giancarlo, meaning Inge.

“I think it’s me.” I shook my head, for all the good it did the conversation. “I should move out.”

“No!” He groped for my hand and briefly grabbed something else. “It is most important you and I should remain together. Otherwise, we can never hope to defeat Peter’s crazy schemes.”

Well, I guess I’d take him on any terms I could get.


Chapter Eight

The next morning, Inge moved out.

Well, sorta. What she did was pack up her Audi to spend her vacation week in Zurich with her mother. All of this was carefully arranged via her cell phone so it could be overheard, and she loaded up the car in plain sight of the local French cops and whoever else was watching.

What they didn’t see was Giancarlo and me, dressed in our invisible bunny suits, slipping into her Audi before she drove off.

They followed us the four or five blocks to the border, where we were then picked up by what was very evidently an unmarked Swiss police car. This tailed us, probably in tandem with several others, as we passed the airport and turned east onto Highway 1 past Berne through some of the loveliest scenery of mountains and lakes on this planet.

“My God! You guys are so lucky to be Swiss. This is the only place I’ve ever seen in my life that made me feel at peace with the idea of death.”

“That is very amusing, since you cannot die,” said Inge bitterly. Those were practically the only words she addressed to me during the entire trip.

Switzerland is a small country; the trip to Zurich, at the opposite end of it, only took about three hours. If you’ve never seen it, Zurich is an incredibly wealthy, beautifully restored old city that looks like the set of a fairy tale. And everybody who lives there is basically rude as hell. So is the traffic, mostly Mercedes and Lexuses racing and playing chicken with each other. We drove past the main train station just before rush hour, where Inge sideswiped a cab. She got out to yell at the cabbie, leaving her door open and her seat falling forward.

“Quickly,” Giancarlo said. “We must crawl over it and get out.”

This was our planned drop-off. We would catch the commuter rail to Thalwil from here, then walk through the wilderness park (to throw off any pursuit) to Ingeborg’s mother’s holiday cottage overlooking the Zurichsee, where we would be staying the week.

“We will be safe—no one will disturb us there. Inge is being very kind and brave to help us,” he added, and in spite of myself, I couldn’t help but agree.

“Does this mean that… that you are still her—” What was that bizarre word he’d used to describe their relationship?—“lebensabschnittgefährter?”

He sighed, startling a small purple poodle that immediately began to bark and then growl at us. “I don’t know. Last night we agreed that we are on a ‘break’ now, as you say in America. It is very difficult for her to be with an invisible man.” I guess the kinky sex thrill part wears off pretty fast. Good to know.

Ever have the feeling that you’ve been somewhere before even when you totally haven’t? Well, that’s exactly what struck me when we got off the commuter train at the little station in Thalwil, and set off through the town up the hill. The air was clear and cool; the waters of Lake Zurich below us were blue and sparkling and so clean you could drink from them, according to Giancarlo. This feeling of past-life familiarity kept growing stronger and more intense the higher we climbed up streets and lanes lined by white and brown-timbered chalets and modern apartment buildings. Until finally, when we stopped and stood gazing out over the lake, dotted with white houses on either bank with the snow-capped peaks of the Swiss Alps rising in the distance, my non-pumping heart was actually aching with so much emotion that it almost physically hurt.

“I know it sounds crazy,” I said, speaking softly because we didn’t want to be overheard, “but I feel like I’m… well, sort of like coming home again. I guess my Amish ancestors must have come from somewhere around here, maybe only a few miles away. This place… well, it’s just wow!”

He snorted. “I think there are many places as beautiful. Paris, Rome, my Lugarno. Have you seen them?

“Um, no. Actually… I’ve never been to Europe before. Not all Americans are rich globetrotters, you know. My dad’s an electrician-handyman, and my mom’s a teacher; we used to spend all our vacations at a cabin near Millersburg, Ohio.”

Our cabin was on a lake, too, a much smaller and browner one than this called Tranquil Valley Lake. Dad, who’s an excellent carpenter, built it himself so we could spend time near his family. The Amish do shun their members who marry outside the faith, but some shun a lot harder than others. For one thing, Mom’s from a lapsed Mennonite family and deeply respectful toward their church, so after I was born, my Verborgen and Geest relatives pretty much gave up most of the exclusion rituals, except we always had to help ourselves at the dinner table, for example. But I was so accepted by them that I sometimes spent entire summers on their farms when I was little. “Die englische Kusine,” they called me: “the English Cousin.” That’s how I learned German, from them.

I’ve always been good at languages, anyway. I guess that must be a math skill. Besides, a lot of the great physicists and mathematicians were Italian or German, and I took French in school because it was always my ambition to come to CERN, which is on the French-speaking side of the country. Jumping Jesus! I mean, I’d been hoping and planning to work at the LHC since I was in high school—and ended up actually being there for less than a single day. For only a few freakin’ hours, really. Can you believe it?

I guess I could. My luck has always totally sucked.

Except… here I was with the guy of my dreams walking up Alpenstrasse through the trees of the Wildnispark about to spend the week together in a cottage that made the ski chalets in The Pink Panther look like hillbilly shacks.

“Shouldn’t we be leaving a trail of bread crumbs behind us?” I asked when I first caught sight of it.

“Bitte?”

“I feel like Hansel and Gretel.” It was the holding hands part more than the dark woods or the house.

“Oh, I see. You are joking again. You are not often very serious, are you, Mira?”

“No, I guess maybe not too often.” Except about him. Already. Which was so crazy, I was actually scaring myself. Believe it or not, I was famous in high school for my dullness and common sense. And bad hair days, probably.

“Perhaps that is a good thing. I think we Swiss are far too serious people. Especially the Züriche Schwyze…”

The front door (doors, actually; they were double) unlocked via a security code that Giancarlo punched in. “Can you see anyone watching us?” he asked, and when I said no, opened one of the doors. “Schnell!” We ducked inside.

“No lights. We don’t want to be seen.” I just stood and gawped.

If a witch lived here, then she was as rich as a Kardashian. Everything inside was black marble and polished blond wood. There were skylights everywhere, and the staircases were enclosed by walled glass banisters, like at a shopping mall. I may be nothing but a tongue-tied Kentucky yokel, but even I could tell some serious money had been spent furnishing this place.

“Wow! It’s a shame we aren’t the Masters of the Universe like Orlov says we are; then we could have a place like this all to ourselves. You know, as a secret lair,” I added quickly, in case he thought I was coming on too strong. “Like the bat-cave.”

He went off muttering something about Inge’s mother being an old bat.

That night, after we’d made supper—okay, microwaved some frozen M-Bio dinners that were in one of the Meneghini Arredamenti freezers—I said, “Giancarlo? Inge’s family… they’re really rich, aren’t they?”

“Her mother is, yes.”

“Do you feel even a little reluctant to lose her because of that?”

“Not at all. In fact, I’m a bit hurt you would even think that about me, that I would be such a person. I don’t have any interest in money at all. I only live for my work. And to learn more about the universe. I thought you were the same.”

“Well, sure. I am.” Pretty much. And okay, time for a safer topic. “What I don’t get is, if her mom’s so wealthy, why doesn’t Inge have a more… professional kind of career? I mean, she’s not a stupid woman at all, but—”

“She’s not as intelligent as you, no. But I know what you mean. I think, even though I don’t like to say it, that for Inge, her beauty is almost the most important thing in life. Her mother is also like that, though she is not at all attractive physically. But just as you and I live only for science, Inge and Geli live only to feel young. And that’s not such a terrible thing, yes?”

“No,” I said, properly chastened.

He cleared his throat a few times. “I’m very embarrassed to ask this, Mira, because the situation is so awkward, but… would you mind very much if we sleep in the same bed tonight, you and I? Just as celibate companions, of course. But in case of emergencies, such as a fire, or if someone should surprise us, it seems to me wise that we remain close together. A room with two beds would be best, of course—but there are none here.” He laughed a little scornfully. “I think Geli was always anxious that her guests spend the night with her.”

He spoke of Inge’s mother in the past tense. That was a good sign, right?

And maybe I could do something about that celibate thing, too. Hey, we Amish ladies know a trick or two of our own when it comes to ‘bundling’…


Chapter Nine

No matter how opulent it was, nothing in the rest of the house, not even the two fireplaces in the living room, had prepared me for the master bathroom.

For one thing, it was the size of my entire apartment in Urbana. For another, it had a round bathtub in the middle of it that looked like a giant ceramic soup bowl. Seriously, you even had to climb into it by way of a swimming pool ladder.

At least, after all of Giancarlo’s crazy experiments on himself, I was pretty sure I couldn’t drown in it.

I guess it would have been the perfect honeymoon, except that Giancarlo and I didn’t have sex—or even kiss each other. Or even get onto the subject. Or turn on any lights or build a fire in any of the fireplaces.

Or when, early the next morning, a squad of black-clad and black-visored paratroopers burst into the bedroom pointing submachine guns and garden hoses at us and screaming, “Halt! Halt!”

Which is one of those words that, even though it’s the same in English, sounds even unfriendlier in German. You know?

I’d been sleeping pretty deeply, so it took me a few moments to react; by the time I did, the hoses erupted with streams of a thick blue dye or paint that sprayed everywhere around the room—but especially all over us.

My first thought was how the hell is Inge’s mother ever going to get the Swiss government to clean up this mess? My second was the purest fury. Because it was obviously Inge who’d turned us in.

Meanwhile, the blue man beside me in the paint-slicked bed furiously writhed and struggled to his feet—just in time to flail helplessly at the netting the soldiers tossed over us.

“Stillgestanden!” One of them barked, an officer, I guess, as they trussed Giancarlo up. By now, the goop was in his eyes, and he was rubbing at them helplessly.

Before the first net fell on top of me, I glanced down and caught a glimpse of myself. If only the paint had been gold-colored, I could have been a Bond girl. As it was, I looked more like Smurfette. And the stuff was making me weak and sort of sick. Either that, or I had food poisoning from the night before.

They bundled us downstairs and out the door, splashing blue paint everywhere. Outside, it was raining, and beyond the black military van backing up the drive with its rear doors open, I glimpsed Ingeborg standing under an umbrella beside a pair of older men wearing trench coats. She was sobbing hysterically.

“I had to do it, Gianni!” she called out in German. “It wasn’t right that you had the secret and were keeping it to yourselves. Everyone should have an equal chance to remain young forever—it’s only fair!” She came closer, and her tone turned from pleading to spiteful. “Besides, it’s just as I thought, the two of you were naked in the bed together!”

Which was so not true; Giancarlo—I totally refused to think of him as “Gianni”—was wearing his red briefs, now blue, and I was in panties and a bra. Besides, how could she even see anything, under all that netting?

They put hoods over our heads, then threw us in the back of the van, and the doors slammed shut.

“Some heroes we are…” I said, or rather mumbled. My face had been ground into the metal floor.

“Never mind, Mira. At least we will still be together, wherever they are taking us.”

He was wrong about that, too. They separated us the minute the van pulled into an underground parking lot (how could I tell? The echo) probably somewhere outside of Berne. At least that’s what Giancarlo worked out on the drive over, which only took about an hour. Berne is the capital of Switzerland, so it made sense they would have their government spy labs there.

Or they might have taken us over the border to Germany, he said, but he thought not.

They tried injecting me with something when they dragged me out of the van, but even though it poked the hell out of me, it didn’t penetrate my skin. I could tell, because A. you kind of just know when you’ve had a shot, and B. they cursed a lot in German. Then they marched me into a kind of holding cell, where they took my hood and netting off and left me alone.

As jail cells went, I guess it could have been a whole lot worse. At least it was spick-and-span, just like everything else in Switzerland; you could have even eaten a meal off of the toilet. Heck, I’ve been in Holiday Inns that were worse. All the fixtures in there—the toilet, the tap, the little space-age shower—were stainless steel and designed with no hooked angles or sharp edges. Good luck killing yourself with them if you were so inclined. A narrow duvet-style bed (no blanket) and a kind of built-in desk also came with safely rounded corners. Above this, a flat panel screen sat in the wall behind some kind of thick plexiglass. Die grössten Schweizer Talente was playing. Which was basically the American Idol of Switzerland.

The torture had begun…

I got to know that little room pretty well, because I was in there for maybe four or five days; I lost count. Maybe a week. After the first day, the blue paint or dye or whatever it was, started to flake off like dandruff since my skin obviously wasn’t absorbing it as intended, so that for a while I was visible to myself only as fading blue specks under my prison denim. The Swiss are very fashion-conscious even in jail; my form-fitting blue-grey prison shirt had a collar and button pockets. They didn’t try painting me again. Which was a good thing, because I think I would have really lost it if they had. I hadn’t really felt like myself again until the last of it wore off.

I had to put up with a lot, anyway. Every day at the crack of what I assumed to be dawn, they took me to a lab, where they weighed me and measured me, poked and prodded me, CT and MRI and PET-scanned, X-rayed, Ultrasounded and DEXAed me in ever-increasing doses, since none of them apparently worked. Then they stuck scopes up and down every orifice, and in general tried, unsuccessfully, to take every kind of sample they could. I didn’t resist. I didn’t cooperate. I didn’t say a word to them, not even when it hurt. Though it still wasn’t even possible for me to tell whether it really hurt or, as Giancarlo had theorized earlier, my nervous system was just psychologically pre-programmed to think it hurt. Either way, it was increasingly difficult to keep my temper.

When they took me back to my cell, I would lie there wondering, what would happen if I did totally lose it? If I just went berserk, like the Incredible Hulk or something? Would I turn green or grow scales? Would that give me control over my own atoms and make me visible again?

But when flying into a rage didn’t do anything in particular except, you know, embarrass me, I tried meditating, focusing on individual body parts and visualizing them down to the cellular, even molecular, level. Which was when I discovered that I was actually having trouble remembering what my own face looked like in the mirror!

A crappy thing, let me tell you.

This whole time, I wasn’t eating or drinking anything. All the food they gave me was probably drugged anyway, and I knew they were watching me flush it down the toilet, because there was a camera in each corner where the ceiling met the walls, but that’s not why I starved myself. I did it because I wanted to test whether or not I actually needed food anymore. For nourishment, I mean, not just as a reflex habit. And believe me, the thought of being intensely hungry and thirsty hurts way more than anything else. But I didn’t have any other symptoms; no weakness or dizziness or hallucinations, even though a hallucination or two would’ve definitely been better than the endless Pingu the Penguin reruns.

Problem is, when you don’t eat, and therefore don’t pee or move your bowels, you have even less of a way to punctuate your life. I had to just assume that it was afternoon every day when they took me down the hall to an interrogation room. Generally, it was a fat middle-aged British blonde who did most of the talking. Usually, she had a pair of slightly younger men with her, one French, one German. There was also a beefy older guy in a military uniform, who was always there and likely an observer from the Swiss government; he looked worried all the time and occasionally wrote down notes. Once I caught sight, upside down, of a briefing paper he was scribbling on; it said EU Intelligence Analysis Centre (EU INTCEN) in one corner.

I didn’t say a word to any of these clowns, either. I didn’t demand my rights or threaten them with my ambassador’s wrath. I didn’t ask after Giancarlo or beg for a telephone to call my parents. I didn’t try to bargain with them or answer any of their endless questions. What they were doing to me was totally illegal. They knew it, and I knew it. And when people cross that line with you right from the beginning, you can’t make deals with them, because they can’t be trusted. They thought they were above any accountability or reprisal. I learned that the first time a gang of mean girls at school started bullying me: talking only makes things worse.

That’s the Amish way. When they give you scheisse, you don’t talk to the English. So, I didn’t.

Because if Orlov had it right, and so far, he looked to be on the money about the indestructibility of our cell structure, then I had forever to wait this out.

They, however, didn’t.

Turns out that forever never waits on you…

When you’re stuck in a windowless cell with no way of telling the time, day is when the lights are on, and night is when they’re off. It was late one ‘night’ when I became aware, not of noise or light, but of a sort of activity around the four edges of the security door to the corridor, like the squirming of termites in the dark.

I sat up on my cot and stared. After a moment, there was light; a faint glow that gradually resolved itself into a quadrilateral beam of bright hall fixtures. Then the heavy featureless steel door, blacker than the pitch-black of my cell, slowly toppled out and away from me to loudly crash onto the hallway floor outside.

I was suddenly blinded by the fluorescent lighting, and it took a moment for me to realize that the inside frame of the doorway was still writhing. With something. The termites or maggots coalesced into a kind of slimy goop that pooled on the floor of my cell like flesh-colored Silly Putty. After a few more seconds, it bubbled upwards to reform in the shape of a naked man.

“Hello, Miss Mina,” it said.


PART TWO

Chapter Ten

At first, I was struck with the irrational idea that it was Giancarlo. But deep down I knew it wasn’t.

For one thing, he knew my real name. But there was something familiar about the Ken Doll-like creature in front of me—and… Oh! All at once I realized that what I was now staring at was a glossy, muscular, too-tall, and weirdly youthful version of Peter Orlov. My erstwhile Russian boss. You know, the prize jerk who had, totally without my knowledge or consent, blown me to smithereens and then turned me invisible.

Except Orlov himself was visible. Way too visible. I couldn’t help but notice that, unlike an anatomically incorrect Ken Doll, he’d reconstituted himself with a heck the size of a stallion’s, as well as adding about six inches to his own height.

“Hurry,” he said. “We must leave at once. Don’t worry, no one is here, Miss Mina.”

His hair was also now completely blonded, I saw when I followed him out into the hall. “It’s Mira. Where are the guards? Where’s Giancarlo?”

“Regrettably, I was too late—he is already gone. It is possible they took him back to CERN. Perhaps he is cooperating with them in some way. It doesn’t matter. We share the same goal, I am sure: to get the collider working again as quickly as possible. Why are you still invisible?” I wore my prison denims, so my lack of a head and hands sticking out of them was pretty obvious now the paint had peeled completely away. “Can’t you assume a faster, more efficient form?”

“No. Neither can Giancarlo. What you see is what you get.” So to speak.

I got the answer to my first question when we reached the end of the hall and turned the corner. A security guard was slumped onto a desk in front of a bank of flat panel computer screens. I stopped and felt for a pulse in his throat. He was dead.

“Hurry!” Said Orlov, as impatient and impetuous in this new Aryan superman form as he was in his former life as an aging leprechaun. “We don’t have time for that now.”

“You killed him? Did you kill everyone in here?”

He gave a tiny shrug and kept walking. “Anyone who sabotages our attempts to create a new, more perfect world must be sacrificed. It’s a pity, but inevitable.”

“But… how?” was all I could bring myself to say.

“I turned myself into a solid flexible shell a single atom thick and suffocated the building, vacuuming the air out of it all at once. You didn’t notice because you no longer need to breathe, though I note you still do so reflexively.”

He stopped at an outside security door that required a retinal scan to get through and cursed loudly in Russian. “I thought I’d left this open,” he muttered, then turned and vanished. An instant later, he returned holding the dead guard’s glassy eyeball like a grape, which he then raised to the scanner. He punched in a security code with his other hand, and the door jerked open. Then he tossed the eye back over his shoulder.

A second guard lay dead outside the door; I didn’t look too closely at his face as we passed. We took an elevator up to the parking garage.

“Did you disable all the security cameras?”

He made a scornful noise. “No, Miss… ah… Mira. Why should I go to the trouble? They must learn from their mistakes and treat us with proper respect. We are the New Race.”

Uh oh. That’s never the kind of talk you want to hear from a mad scientist who’s just murdered a bunch of innocent people for doing their job. I thought about shedding my clothes and making a run for it, but then decided I could maybe do more good by tagging along with him a little longer, since he seemed to assume I was on his side.

The garage was mostly empty; we stopped at the first row of parked vehicles we came to, and Orlov opened the driver’s door to a black Mercedes van. “Please. Normally I would travel in a more efficient physical form, but we will take this for now because I want to have a little chat with you.”

I got in. There were no keys in the ignition, but Orlov inserted a finger into it, which must have melted into the shape of a key, and the engine turned over. He backed out of the space, then drove out of the garage. The cantilevered electric gates that sealed it off had been smashed to both sides, and he accelerated past them and out into the night.

Behind us, sirens started blaring, and lights blinking.

Dr. Orlov probably was a crap driver before he became the charter member of the ‘New Race’, but he was even worse now. He swerved at like ninety from side to side down the deserted street, not pausing for lights or signs and barely missing guardrails and signposts and parked cars. And it wasn’t like American roads; it was narrow and had only two lanes. In fact, I’d seen only one four-lane highway in all of Switzerland so far, and that was Highway 1, which is where it turned out we were headed. Again.

“I guess we’re going back to CERN?”

“Yes, inevitably we must return. I need its technology, primitive though it is.”

It seemed pretty obvious that the Swiss authorities would think we were returning there, too. “What if we run into a police roadblock?”

He laughed like he was reading from a movie script; you know, enunciating his ‘ha’s’. Like, “Ha ha, Miss Mira. That will not stop us. What concerns me is why you have not evolved into my state of elevated being. We were exposed to exactly the same physical forces. And you say Colombo is retarded in the same manner as you are?”

By Colombo he meant Giancarlo. “Yes.”

“And you feel we can trust him? He is not hiding his new powers and only lying to you?”

“No.” It was obvious he’d never gotten to know Giancarlo very well.

“Strange. And stranger still that he was no longer at the NDB lab facility…”

“NDB?”

“Nachrichtendienst des Bundes,” said Orlov. “The Swiss equivalent to your Homeland Security. This must surely mean that he is cooperating with them. But you did not?”

“No.”

“Ha ha, I like you, Miss Mira. You are like Russian women, stubborn as a donkey. We will play detective now and find the clues; why did you not realize your full potential after the annihilation event as I did? Tell me everything that happened to the two of you—from the start.”

Well, naturally I didn’t tell him everything, not the part about holding hands or spending the night together, for example, but I sketched in as much as I felt safe about him knowing. Meanwhile, we hurtled down the highway past Berne on our way to Lausanne and then back to Geneva. According to the dash readout, it was 3:49 AM, and the traffic was pretty light except for big trucks.

I then took the opportunity to ask Orlov about his own experiences after the accident (of course, I couldn’t call it an accident, since he insisted he’d planned it all, so I said “annihilation event” to flatter him). He’d found himself on a construction site up in the hills just north of the CERN campus; from there, he’d walked home. He, too, had been invisible, but soon after returning to his small villa in Thoiry, he found his psyche “reassembling itself into that of an ‘overmind’, able to control every aspect of my atomic state.”

“Did you do anything before this happened?”

“I don’t see that it matters, but if you must know, I prepared a light meal for myself—pasta with a Beaujolais nouveau. After that, I relaxed and meditated in my favorite chair. I suppose I may have listened to music over headphones.”

“I see,” I said. The pasta and wine hadn’t caused his epiphany, I was pretty sure, because we’d had plenty of carbs and wine ourselves. “And when did you notice you were visible again?”

“After the mystical experience of my neurological reordering.”

“Before or after you stopped listening to the music? Do you remember what you were listening to?”

“Oh, why waste my mind on such trivia? Prokofiev, I think—the Lieutenant Kijé Suite, perhaps. What I don’t understand,” he muttered, “is why my mind made the proper leap, but yours did not. It makes no sense, unless the both of you are simply intellectually vastly inferior to me. Perhaps there is an IQ threshold… yet you seem to exhibit some elements of the proper evolution. But you have become arrested at a rudimentary stage. If we view ordinary humans—as we ourselves were a mere week ago!—as little more than larvae, then you remain a chrysalis, trapped inside a cocoon of transparency and mental slumber like a Sleeping Beauty, ready to be awakened to your full potential, like a, like a…”

“Butterfly?” I didn’t like the way this was going, the Sleeping Beauty stuff, I mean. I didn’t want to have to fend off any kissing. Not from Orlov, anyway, who was looking shinier and shinier under the overhead highway lights, like he was starting to melt.

“Exactly! I was going to say—well, never mind. However, butterfly is more metaphorically correct. Interesting. It hadn’t even occurred to me to sprout wings from my shoulder blades yet. I suppose credulous fools would mistake me for an angel. So far, I’ve flown by creating membranes from extruded cartilage from my fingers, like a bat. Or a pteronodon.”

Well, that won’t draw any attention.

Then we hit a military roadblock.

Literally.


Chapter Eleven

They’d pulled some kind of troop carrier across the two southbound lanes, and military police with glowing red wands were waving oncoming traffic into the right lane, where a line of vehicles idled impatiently.

Orlov, however, was whizzing along so fast that when we cleared a little rise and the scene became suddenly visible in front of us, he could only have slowed by slamming on his brakes. Which I was screaming at him to do. While grabbing at the wheel and trying to find a handbrake.

Instead, he accelerated. The armored troop carrier loomed larger and larger through the windshield. And I don’t mean in slow motion, either. The speedometer read 180 kph.

I found myself mentally translating that and writing a formula for what was going to happen in the next few seconds. We were traveling at 113 miles per hour. About fifty yards per second, or to state it in simple mathematical terms:

2as = v^2 - u^2

2 x a x 2 = 0^2 - 50^2

a = - 2500/4 or -625, which is about 64 times 9.81 or the acceleration due to gravity. Even if the airbags had time to inflate, and the front of the van cushioned our impact by crumpling, my body would still get squashed like that of a bug on the front bumper.

Which was my last thought before we crashed.

Did I say that being poked with needles and probes hurt, if only psychologically? I mean, was I actually dumb enough to use the word ‘hurt’? Because hitting a wall of metal at that speed hurt! Really, really hurt. I mean, it pretty much put in perspective everything else that ever hurt in my life before, including breaking my ankle in seventh grade. Except even in the time, I knew it was all in my mind. Or in my nerve memory or whatever.

I guess I must have just sat there totally dazed in what was left of my seat for a few moments, my body shrieking in pain, surrounded by swirling smoke. From somewhere shrilled a whooping noise—the van’s car alarm. I opened my eyes to a flickering glow in front of me through the shattered shards of the windshield; the front of the van was on fire. Eventually, it would spread and the gas tank would blow.

So what? If the pain gets any worse, I’ll just lose consciousness and fall asleep… it’ll feel nice… really nice. Cozy and restful…

Yet I was completely unharmed. And would be even if I was surrounded by flames. According to Giancarlo, anyway.

A loud shearing noise above my head jogged me enough to witness the roof being torn away as casually as a lid on a sardine can. Dr. Orlov leaned down to peer at me. Or at least my prison PJs and the plasticky outlines of my face and upper torso created by the airbag. “You know, I don’t think it was Prokofiev after all,” he said in a conversational tone, “that I listened to while meditating. On reflection, I think it must have been Glière’s Red Poppy. You see how your childlike questions resonate in my thoughts, Miss Mira?”

His hands telescoped down to grasp me under my armpits and tug. When I didn’t budge from my seat, one finger grew a long claw and slashed away the remains of the seatbelt and airbag pinning me down. Then I was lifted out through the hole in the roof. Once I cleared it, I kept rising. I looked up and saw that the hands that held me were attached to Orlov’s legs—his arms had extended themselves into huge pterodactyl-like wings. He was flapping them in long loose strokes like a seabird.

The shouts from below chased us as we rose up, and about a dozen flashlight beams crisscrossed the night air. Along with a bevy of jittering red dots from rifles being reflex-sighted. More shouts. And then someone fired, probably against orders. They were shooting at Ptero Orlov, not me, who was just a pair of pajamas, but the first bullet hit me in the groin, and I jerked and screeched. The second hit me right in the middle of my chest, and bounced off. That just flat out made me mad. Then the Mercedes van caught fire.

Orlov finally flew off to follow Highway 1 from a height of about two and three hundred yards. I guesstimated our speed at roughly sixty mph. It struck me that by emulating such a crude saurian form, he was actually being sort of primitive and unimaginative. In order to acquire sufficient lift to make his weight aerodynamic, Orlov had transferred most of his muscle mass into his arms and leeched from the rest of his body to produce wings. His bones had become lightweight struts, like those on an umbrella or old-fashioned biplane, leaving him heavily reliant on thermal drafts to remain aloft. The downside of this was that the first vertical wind shear from a cold mountain or sudden squall could send him spinning to the ground.

As we flew along, me dangling beneath him like a mouse in the talons of an owl, I mentally ticked off more efficient physical forms my former boss could have taken for long-distance flight. However, I certainly didn’t enlighten him on the subject; having him still mentally stuck in the Jurassic might be a good idea if I ever found myself in the position of having to act as his rival. You know, to save the world from being involuntarily atom-smashed or whatever.

I also wondered if I could still get air-sick.

It seemed like longer, but must have taken us less than an hour to land on one of the CERN rooftops. At least I assumed we were back at CERN; from the building and ground lighting, I couldn’t tell. This complex was only a fraction of the size of the main campus.

Now he’d dropped me off, Orlov reverted to his previous form, though not without adding another inch or two for good measure. Oh, and growing a kind of loincloth that covered his private parts, so now he looked sort of like a Russian Tarzan.

“Thanks for the lift, Dr. Orlov,” I said. If he’d just left me in the van, I wouldn’t have burned up, exactly; it would have just felt like I did. But, of course, the crash was his fault in the first place. Then I asked him where we were, which made me sound like a moron. But I’d noticed that, like most men, he enjoyed enlightening and instructing younger women.

“Prévessin. In France. Switzerland and the rest of CERN is less than a kilometer that way.” He pointed. “We’re on the roof of Building 874, the Control Center. From here, all the functions of the LHC and the labs throughout the area can be monitored and controlled.”

“So what do we do now?”

“I’m afraid I shall have to repeat the same procedure as at the NDB lab. It will be very tedious; there are so many buildings here. But I must get on with my work at once; the LHC needs to be operational again as soon as possible.”

“You mean… you’re going to suffocate everybody here?”

“Well, there won’t be so many of them working this time of night. But yes, I suppose.”

After a few minutes, I said, timidly, “But they’ll be the most dedicated ones, right? The people still here after hours. Isn’t that exactly the kind of people you want working for you to restore the collider? I mean, I know I’m only your assistant, but wouldn’t it be better to have… I don’t know, worker caterpillars instead of lazy larvae inside the LHC doing all the chores you find too boring? Some of the physicists and engineers might even have insights of their own, especially if they knew they might become gods someday… like you.”

“Ha, I admit I had not thought of it in quite that way. Perhaps you are right.”

“They’ll probably worship you as a hero, Dr. Orlov. After all, you’re dedicating your time and great genius to giving them the gift of immortality. Why kill them before you need to?”

Was I laying it on too thick? I wasn’t sure that was even possible. But Orlov grinned and menacingly wagged his finger at me. “Don’t think I can’t see what you’re doing, Miss Mira. You are humoring me… leading me along the kitchen path, how do you say it? You are a clever girl, exactly what I anticipated when I hired you. I will be very interested in mating once I have female equals, and you will be a leading candidate, I promise you! I’m most curious how our transformation will affect the mechanics of fertility, and I propose to explore the issue thoroughly. Unfortunately, however, I cannot become sexually aroused by a woman I cannot see. I’m very visually oriented—that’s how I became addicted to online pornography.”

Okay, TMI. But “I understand,” was all I could mutter without vomiting. I hoped I sounded sympathetic… and not sick.

He sighed. “All right, agreed. You win. I will not kill them all, in spite of some who richly deserve it, especially my petty and spitefully jealous colleagues and those who have given me bad peer reviews. For now. Instead, I will assemble them all in one place and lecture them until they are inspired to follow my orders. Thank you for reminding me of my greater moral responsibility, now that I have ascended to a higher plane of consciousness. Like a god.” He put a hand on my shoulder. Uh oh. “I thought it was no longer possible for me, but I was wrong.”

“You mean…” I hesitated, in case he meant about becoming sexually aroused by me, “… about killing them?”

“No, no! I’ll probably have to kill quite a few of them, anyway. I mean I was wrong about the music. It was Wagner. I’m certain of it.”

What was that old saying? Those whom the gods would destroy… they first make into gods, I guess. Of course, Peter Orlov was obviously already a total nutjob before I even got there.

“In fact, I believe it was on an iPod that Colombo lent me.”


Chapter Twelve

There were only two security guards on duty downstairs.

The first guard ran away when he saw us; the second, though he was armed, did nothing. When Orlov politely asked him how to turn on the Emergency Public Address system for all of CERN’s buildings, the guard showed him how; then just basically stood around and watched as events unfolded.

“Attention, this is Dr. Peter Orlov,” Orlov said over the loudspeakers. He repeated this in broken French, then German, the sound echoing back from the empty, half-lit hallways. “Will all CERN personnel still on the premises please report at once to the Central Control room in Building 874 on the Prévessin campus. This is a matter of life and death, repeat, a matter of life and death.” La vie et la mort… Leben und Tod…

“We will give them half an hour. I think that’s fair.”

“But it might take some people longer than that,” I wheedled. He seemed to like hearing me beg. “The campus is so big.” So big, in fact, that it was split right down the middle between France and Switzerland; CERN even had its own customs post onsite. And the Prévessin facility had its own post office building just a few doors down.

“Forty-five, then, Miss Mira. But no more. You see I can refuse you nothing.” But he was being sarcastic; I could tell I was on very thin ice.

I had been wondering how Orlov planned to take CERN hostage; I had my answer on our way to the control room. Everything except his head melted into a sea of pink Silly Putty. This spread and spread until it coated the walls—probably the single atom shell he’d mentioned before. However, before we’d left the front reception foyer, a sort of miniature copy of his head—minus a mouth—popped out of this pink goop and plopped itself into the seat of the security guard’s chair, where it could oversee the bank of monitors on the desk. The original head kept going down the hall, borne along by a thin umbilical of gristly neck that extruded itself like a distended snake.

I’ll be honest here. He wasn’t making having superpowers look very attractive. And if I wasn’t stuck being invisible, I’d have definitely been having second thoughts about the whole gig. Unluckily for me, I was kind of committed now, thanks to him. It was all I could do to keep sucking up to the crazy freaking bastard, but hopefully, I was saving a few lives.

Twenty-four people showed up in the control room, which was the size of a high school auditorium, over the next forty-five minutes. Including the armed security guard, who just stood there staring at us like he was hypnotized. And I guess it was a pretty weird sight with Orlov’s head floating above the podium at one end of the room like a balloon on a string. Not to mention me—aka the animated pair of pajamas.

Most of the new arrivals had already been working inside the nearby buildings; some had manned consoles when we walked in or drifted over from the dozens of other campus buildings or from the main CERN headquarters. A few had actually put on their clothes and driven over from their homes. I guess they thought there was going to be an important press conference and didn’t want to miss out. Or maybe they just felt responsible for keeping an eye on things. The rest of the scores of employees who’d been onsite at this time of night—or early morning, as the big control room clock showed it to be—had either escaped on their own or been evacuated by the Swiss and French counterterror troops who now ringed the facility.

“They stopped me on my way in,” said a woman, who appeared to be one of Orlov’s bosses and viewed it as her mission to try to talk him down from holding everyone hostage. She seemed okay with the fact that she was talking to a floating swollen head. “I am speaking of soldiers with little blue parachutes on their badges.”

“GIGN,” said one of the men. “Attachés au 13e RDP de Dieuze en Lorraine. Ils sont des tueurs vicieux.”

Great. We were surrounded by vicious killers—inside and out. This was not going to end well.

“Peter,” the woman went on, “I’m begging you, please; release us now, and let us get back to work repairing the damage to the institution we both love.” There was a muted murmur of support from her colleagues and underlings.

His balloon head nodded up and down. “Oh yes, you will all be put to work. Now, please sit down. I believe there are some cameras at the back, along with a broadcasting computer. Does anyone here know how to operate this equipment?”

One of the engineers tentatively raised his hand, and Orlov sent him back to a far console. Behind him was a row of cabinets with about two dozen open champagne bottles lined up on top, I guess to celebrate all the agency’s triumphs over the years. CERN had its own cable TV channel that was also broadcast live over the Internet; this was what the HD camera, now mounted on a tripod, would feed into.

“Ready,” the man said after a few minutes, and Orlov’s head faced the camera.

“Citizens of the future New Race,” he said to the world, “as most of you must know by now, I am Dr. Peter Orlov. As the result of my experiment here at CERN, I have become endowed with cosmic powers transcending space and time. Nothing would be easier than for me to keep these powers to myself, but that is not my nature. No, rest assured, I will work without rest night and day to restore the Hadron Large Collider to its full operating capacity, so that a second group of deserving humans may be granted the gift of immortality and indestructibility. These lucky persons will be chosen by me on the basis of their loyalty and devotion.”

He paused, as if waiting for applause or volunteers. There was silence.

“In the meantime, I have taken over this facility. For all intents and purposes, CERN is now an extension of myself. Are there any questions?”

This time there was an angry and incredulous buzz of conversation.

“You hold us here against our will?” asked a woman.

“Yes. You may replace yourselves from outside if your work is inadequate. We will need to attract many more competent engineers and scientists, in any case. The best of these will be rewarded.”

“But I am part of the night cleaning crew,” she said.

“I see. Are there more of you here?” Another woman and three men held up their hands. “Good, assemble yourselves in the foyer, and I will arrange for your exchange for more useful workers. If not, I suppose I’ll have to rid myself of you, perhaps by suffocation. Unless you can find some more efficient method.”

I sidled up to him and said in a very low tone, “I know that you and I are above such petty considerations, Dr. Orlov, but the rest of the caterpillars will need someone to clean the bathrooms for them. And to run the restaurant. It will make them, us, more efficient.” I wasn’t sure there even was a restaurant here, but there probably was at least a cafeteria like the one in the ATLAS building.

He sighed dramatically. “You are right again, damn it. I cannot be in every place at the same time, that is the problem. They will have to work out such arrangements among themselves.”

“May I ask a question, sir?” One of the senior engineers rose to his feet. “Is that, uh, person inhabiting the clothing next to you one of your assistants?”

“Yes, yes, but pay no attention to her! She is currently invisible, and therefore of no possible interest to anyone. What has happened to my other assistant, Dr. Colombo? Is he with us now?” Orlov’s balloon head swiveled to scan the room.

“I think I can answer that,” said the first woman, Orlov’s former boss. “Giancarlo has been working in Bâtiment 180 with the super-magnets in the greatest secrecy. As you know, that is here in the French sector also, and just yesterday, their authorities have transferred him to another facility. I’m afraid I don’t know which one.”

Relieved as I was to get news about Giancarlo—that he was okay, or at least had left the NDB lab without being somehow re-annihilated—I still felt a teeny bit hurt that he hadn’t made communicating with me a precondition of his cooperation with the authorities. Just to let me know he was alive and thinking of me a little. I would have in his shoes, I mean, his prison slippers, you know? But maybe they didn’t give him the chance…

After this, the Q & A devolved into a lot of whining with Orlov either giving the people stern lectures or else losing his temper. They told him that the LHC damage could take two to three months to repair at top speed, and he insisted they do it in two weeks. I had retreated behind a side desk while this went on and tried to figure out what to do next. I was now trapped inside with the rest of them by the man I loathed while frantic with worry about the man I loved. Okay, liked. A lot. Even if neither knew or, apparently, cared. At least the one I loved—or liked—was still okay, except I’d missed him by only a matter of hours! And France was a pretty big place; they could be keeping him anywhere.

It was obvious I had to escape. I felt guilty about that; I’d worry about the fate of the CERN employees if I was lucky enough to get out, but right now, I was even more worried about Giancarlo. I had to find a way to free him. And then enlist his help in freeing Orlov’s hostages.

Or at least, that’s what I told myself.

Ever done a striptease before in a room full of people—but in a way that nobody would notice? It’s an Amish art form all on its own. First, I cracked the desk drawer slightly open. Then I slowly pulled my legs up off the floor so they couldn’t be spotted beneath the desk, and while Orlov harangued everybody about productivity quotas and the garland awards process for promotion, took off my prison slippers, then slipped off my denim bottoms and panties and slid them one by one into the drawer. That left my top—and, most difficult of all, my bra, which I realized I should have wrestled off first. Well, too late for that. I scrunched down in the chair so I was mostly hidden by the bulk of the desk, and very, very slowly, so as not to alert Orlov with any sudden movement, worked them off, too. Finally, I stuffed everything in the drawer and closed it, already breaking out in psychosomatic goosebumps.

I was naked. And really not comfortable with it, either, as I stole quietly out of the room via the only possible exit—the door to the front of the building, which had remained open to accommodate Orlov’s garden-hose neck. His head swiveled over in the direction of the desk, then around the hall. But luckily, he was right in the middle of a speech about Earth’s new Golden Age and I guess didn’t want to interrupt it. Or maybe he figured I still needed to go to the bathroom, me being a lower form of life and all.


Chapter Thirteen

I had only minutes before he noticed I was gone.

Peter Orlov may have been insane, but he wasn’t stupid. What I had going for me was that he would expect me to try to leave the building through the front lobby, which was down all the way at the end of the hall facing the road. And which was also sealed off by his building-strangling Silly Putty membrane and spied on by his little Mini-Me head.

Instead, I turned off and went upstairs, then into a big darkened computer lab that had its main air intake vent built into a sidewall. There was only one way out that I could think of: through the air-conditioning system. Orlov’s one-atom-thick shell would be covering the rest. And there were security cameras everywhere, especially in the elevators and staircases. He couldn’t see me, but he’d already seen doors opening and closing. The question was… how acute was his hearing? It stood to reason that he could rearrange his auditory cortex and cochlear pathway to have the sensitivity of a bat, for instance.

So, I’d been very careful to move as silently as superhumanly possible the moment I’d sat down at the desk.

But now, I had to get that vent open quickly and just as noiselessly. It actually looked big enough for me to crawl through, like they always are in movies and TV shows but almost never are in real life—though I was guessing it wouldn’t be as easy as portrayed on the screen.

I was right.

When I was in middle school and Mom worked on days I had off from school, I used to tag along with Dad on his jobs. He did a lot of commercial and industrial HVAC installation and troubleshooting, so I learned a lot about it. For the first time in my life, that was coming in handy.

Knowing what I was doing was one thing; doing it was another. I had no tools. I scrabbled quietly but desperately through desk drawers and filing cabinets, finding nothing—and this was a computer lab, for God’s sake! There should at least be a screwdriver or two or a wrench set. But all I found was a Swiss army knife with a swiveling flat tip that could handle a Phillips head screw. It would have to do.

The screws were no problem. The problem was that unlike an American duct system, where the recycling fans would be mounted in the HVAC unit itself and the exhaust fan upstairs in the exhaust vent, this one had a single huge whirring fan mounted only a foot in front of me when I removed the register panel. There was no path around it; you had to stop it and then move the assembly to one side to get past it, and I saw, after removing the fan’s protective grille, that the wiring terminals were all in the back.

I glanced behind me. The hall lights already blinked, and Orlov’s pink slimy goo spread across its floor. Coming closer and closer. There was no choice. I had to stop the spinning blades—and I didn’t even have time to grab something solid, like a chair, to do it with. So I reached out and stuck my hand into the fan.

This was the first time I’d really tested my indestructibility—except in the van crash, I guess—but not cold-bloodedly in a situation like this. Normally, my hand would have been chopped to pieces, as if stuck in a blender. Instead, it just felt like it was chopped to pieces. At least, I assumed so, since I couldn’t see the damage. Whatever, I admit I screamed. So did the fan. It hit my wrist and shrieked to a halt. As soon as my mind cleared of the image of my hand being chopped off, I yanked the connector cords out of the fan’s housing.

A glance back revealed the Orlov-goo inching over the carpet now. Its fibers would create the need for a thicker atomic shell, but were unlikely to sufficiently slow things down. I turned and frantically resumed unscrewing the casing. The Silly Putty was creeping toward my bare feet when I finally dislodged it and climbed through and toward the rear of the building. The question was: was Orlov actually aware I was inside the duct—or was he just blindly coating everything in sight, while still respecting the air supply for the sake of the ‘subhumans’ inside? I hated that I was putting them at risk like this.

Ahead of me, the duct intersected with a narrow vertical shaft that led up to the roof. It was just large enough for a human body and had handgrips built in like a ladder so it could be cleaned and maintained. Which meant, I would have my answer soon enough. If Orlov knew I was in here, he could just seal off the roof vent—and I would be trapped as long as he lingered at CERN. Which could be months. My life might not be at stake, but my freedom was, unless I could figure out a way to cut through his membrane. If not, I could sure imagine going stir-crazy stuck in here…

The duct finally came to an end with a sharp bend, to keep out the rain and snow. In the dark, I couldn’t tell if he was blocking it or not. I unscrewed the louvered grill and, breathing a quick prayer, gave it a good hard shove. It fell out, and I tumbled onto the roof.

And onto Orlov. Or at least onto his pink shell. It rippled like a gastric lining, which felt so spooky against my bare skin, that without a second thought, I clambered to my feet and raced across the membrane to the edge of the roof. And then, jumped out into the night.

Did I mention that the CCC building is like three stories high? It was a long drop down. Luckily for me, I’d leaped off the north end, where there’s a grass lawn instead of a parking lot. Unluckily for him, I landed on some kind of soldier.

Again, major ouchies. I cried out, more in surprise than anything; at the same moment, the poor guy beneath me gave out a big “whooof” as I knocked the wind out of him. There was also a loud crunching noise as we both hit the ground. Honestly, I never found out what happened to him, whether I really injured him or maybe broke his back or neck or whatever. I wish there was some way to find out who he was and maybe, you know, send him a nice get well card or something.

Still, I guess if you’re in the military and your number has to come up, there are worse ways to go than having a naked young woman land on top of you from out of the blue, right? Even if she is invisible. And that’s what saved me, being invisible, I mean. The rest of his squad trotted over the moment they heard the noise, dressed completely in black like ninjas with their faces darkened by camo paint and emitting these sort of chirping cricket noises from their comms.

“Chef rouge, êtes-vous en panne?” One of them whispered at his fallen comrade, as I stole past him. But there were soldiers all over the place, most of them wearing the distinctive blue parachute badges somebody had mentioned earlier in the control room. With the reflex sighting beams in their helmets as well as their weapons, the long threads of red light lanced everywhere. I heard a crackling of static nearby; then a soldier raced into me, bowling me over before I had a chance to get out of his way. I crawled on, while he yelped for the others.

“There was someone here just now, I swear it!” When paratroopers are after you, this doesn’t sound any more romantic in French.

They’d set up some kind of infrared tripwire around the perimeter of the building, but I kept on crawling through the beams, operating under the theory that if the visible light frequencies were curved by my condition, then so was the infrared. I should be undetectable by thermal imaging, too, since I emitted no body heat. And I had no heartbeat or breathing to detect.

But something gave me away to the two police dogs straining at their leashes behind one of the paramilitary vans (Peugeots, not Mercedes; I was in France now) parked along a road that was marked Route la Garrigue. As soon as the Alsatians started barking and slavering at me, I straightened up and took off through the grass like a bat out of hell.

“La peinture bleu! Apportez l’aérosol!” Their handlers bellowed behind me. The blue paint. That seemed to be the standard way the military dealt with invisible people.

Which made me wonder: have they done this before?

I’m still not too clear how I got away; basically, I just kept running. One of the advantages of not breathing is that you can’t run out of breath. So I ran and I ran. And while I ran, a few things kept turning over in my mind. Like the curious case of the dogs that barked. Had they heard me crawling through the grass? Or smelled me? Did I still give off pheromones? How could I? As far as I could tell, I didn’t sweat. Or secrete body oils. I didn’t shed skin scale or dandruff; in theory, I had no mites crawling around in them. Just like with the paint, there was nothing for grime to cling to for long. I was like Pygmalion’s statue brought to life—it was just that nobody could see me.

Then I realized: I still smelled like prison soap. And of my prison clothes. I didn’t actually need to shower at all anymore, but it was fun and relaxing, and I hated to give it up. So, I made a mental note to stop using soap and shampoo in the future when I did.

I loped back in the direction of Saint-Genis-Pouilly, where Giancarlo and Inge’s apartment was (well, just Inge’s now), following the D35. Why? Because Thoiry, where Peter Orlov lived, was just on the other side of it. And it seemed to me that the safest place I could be right now was the one place where I—and the French government—knew for sure Orlov wasn’t.

His house.

You know, where his pasta and his wine and his Wagner were…


Chapter Fourteen

Finding it was a whole other thing, especially at five in the morning, since I had absolutely no idea where he lived. And no way of finding out, either, since I didn’t have any Internet access.

“Look in the phonebook,” Mom always used to tell me, but I’ve never seen a phonebook in my life. And I doubted the French had them anymore, either. I hadn’t even spotted a public telephone bubble since leaving the airport.

So, I could try to break in somewhere and steal an iPhone or a laptop or something. Or I could just hang around and wait until the nearest public library opened. Which sounded good… except I didn’t know where that was, either. Well, there was a big one in Meyrin. I’d seen it on the way from the hotel, so I turned left when I got to the Porte de France, the big traffic circle that divides France from Switzerland and Saint-Genis from Meyrin, and kept running.

I enjoy running; I try to do it every morning when I can. I have all my best ideas when I’m in motion. You could almost say it’s a form of meditation. My path took me past the main CERN campus, now lined with Swiss police cars and unmarked military vehicles with acronyms like TIGRIS, CFS, and DARD on their parking stickers. The dawn was just breaking; lights were on everywhere and occasional flashlight beams and silent brightly colored rotating siren lights stood out against the sides of buildings.

This set me to reflecting on Orlov and his stupid superhuman tricks. And his incredible conceit. Like adding inches to his height and blonding his hair—and enhancing his penis size. It struck me how much more he could be doing than he’d done. And not just for humanity but even just for himself with all his new capabilities, like, just from a strictly scientific standpoint. There are 7*1027 (that’s seven billion billion billion) atoms in the human body. Of these, almost 2/3 are hydrogen, 1/4 oxygen, and about 1/10 carbon. However, there’s a full spectrum of other elements, including uranium, inside each and every one of us. Orlov was constrained by his body mass and weight, but couldn’t he… I don’t know, transform himself into futuristic machinery, for instance, or establish a supervillain lair on the moon, or blanket the earth’s atmosphere with particles of himself?

Or just take the time to lurk and learn more about his new capabilities? Although, given his personality, thank God his imagination was so limited! But why was that? Maybe because long before he’d acquired his superpowers, he’d already developed an insanely huge ego to match and even surpass them?

I couldn’t decide whether that was because he was male—or because he was a physicist. Both, probably. Whichever, his arrogance had blinded him.

Yet, was I any smarter? For the first time in my life, I wished I’d maybe stuck with biochem. Because the fact that I seemed able to just keep running like this, apparently forever, presented me with a nagging problem that I totally couldn’t understand. Why wasn’t I tiring? I wasn’t breathing, my heart wasn’t beating, I wasn’t sweating or slowing down—yet where was my energy coming from? What fueled it? I hadn’t eaten or drunk anything or used the bathroom in days; I was a completely closed system, like the Energizer Bunny. But all kinetic energy has to obey certain fundamental physical laws; the transformation of matter into motion always produces waste heat. I should be on fire. Or collapsing. Or maybe… and this struck me like a cold shard of ice, maybe invisibility was just the first symptom of cyclic fatigue and eventual atomic collapse.

Maybe even not so eventual if I couldn’t quickly complete the full conversion process, as Orlov appeared to have successfully achieved. Maybe there was a time limit on how fast it needed to be done. And not just for me, but for Giancarlo, too…

As an accommodation to the 4,000 employees and 10,000 visiting scientists at CERN, the Swiss government had built a spiffy new modern public library nearby for their use. Of course, none of them ever used it, at least not that I could see, since they spent all their spare time on their iPhones. The library and a municipal theater were housed in what looked like a UN building in the Commercial Center of Meyrin, on the same central square as the town hall and an indoor shopping mall. If I hadn’t known better, I’d have thought I was back in Cincinnati or someplace. Unfortunately, the library didn’t open till ten, so I had to kill a few hours hanging around the square with a few other homeless bums. You want to know what felt really weird? Sitting on a park bench stark naked.

Especially in that company.

The other thing was that every now and then, somebody would head towards me, and I could tell they were about to sit down exactly where I was. At that point, I’d have to jump up from my seat and stand around until they left. I was super lucky with the weather, though; it was mid-August and warm for Switzerland. So, at least, I wasn’t shivering and freezing. But—and I really hate to say this, because it sounds insensitive—homeless people don’t smell so great. Occasionally I’d get a whiff of B.O. so bad that it threatened to bring on a major sneezing fit, and I’d have to squeeze my nostrils closed until my eyes watered, just like in the Italian police car.

At long last, ten A.M. rolled around, and after the group around me had roused themselves and filed inside the library doors, I went inside too. There was a big bank of public computers in the front reading room, but they required a card. My only recourse was to try to use one of the librarians’ computers when she (or in a single case, he) stepped away. I noticed one of the children’s librarians kept getting up and down, so I drifted over to her desk and started Googling Peter Orlov. A CERN employee directory gave me several phone numbers for him, even his email—but no home address.

I kept Googling, but gradually a tickling sensation in my nose told me someone was watching. I looked up to find one of the homeless guys at a kiddie table behind me staring goggle-eyed at the computer screen. I guess I’d always thought that maybe Swiss homeless persons would look a lot more chic than American ones. You know, way better dressed, maybe in castoff designer jeans and with tans instead of great big red splotchy faces with skin rashes and whatever. But no, this guy had long grey hair and a bushy beard, wore like three layers of overcoats even in summer, and had two enormous backpacks, oily with filth.

But he struck me as harmless, so I turned back to my task, frantically translating a French real estate site I’d brought up that listed all Thoiry-Saint-Genis-Pouilly-Prévessin-Moëns home sales for the past ten years. Unfortunately, the internal search engine seemed to be crippled; it just spun and spun and spun. Meanwhile, the homeless dude was starting to make weird noises, like an Espresso machine.

Then the librarian returned. She was in her thirties, one of those European women whose face looked ferrety and who wore too much makeup, yet swaggered around the desk with that total sexual in-your-face self-confidence that I so would kill for. Which I guess is what gave me the idea to give her butt a hard pinch as she started to sit down in my invisible lap. I know! Where did that even come from? It was the first time I’d really abused my invisible privilege.

Whatever, at least it had the desired effect. She squealed and stood up straight, then turned and started scolding the heck out of the poor homeless guy. “Oh, la-la la-la…si tu recommences, Bernard, vous connaissez vos privilèges de la bibliothèque sera révoqué!” “You keep it up, and your library privileges will get revoked! And then, where will you spend your days? You will have nowhere to go!”

“Mais l’ordinateur, il est ensorcelé—regardez!” Bernard said wonderingly, pointing a grubby finger at her keyboard. “Your computer is enchanted…”

She gave a final exasperated “Bof!” and returned to look down at the screen. It had stopped spinning and was displaying Orlov’s address. 8 Impasse des Magny, Thoiry 01710. I made an instant mental note of it—then forcibly rebooted her computer.

“Bordel!” She snarled at Bernard as I snuck away. “Now see what you’ve done!”

8 Impasse des Magny, when I finally found it, was a short cul-de-sac that had modern row houses, or I guess what Euros would call ‘semi-detached villas’ on one side and vacant grassland on the other. It looked a lot like northern California except for the low grey clouds blanketing the sky. The houses were all the same adobe color roofed with sloping red tile, and the ornamental bars covered the windows. Each duplex was connected to the mirror-imaged one next door by a double garage and square asphalt driveway the size of a volleyball court. There was no car in front of Number 8, but when I peered in the garage window, I saw a sporty red BMW. Figured. Orlov struck me as the kind of dude who’d basically been born having a midlife crisis.

Obviously, with the front door locked and the windows barred, there was no way on God’s green earth I was getting in through the front, but when I went around the back through a bushy wafer-thin side-garden that had come sculpted with the house, I saw that the upstairs bedroom, which had a little enclosed loggia, featured a pair of wide French windows—and that one of them had been left ajar. So I overturned a huge plastic recycling bin and managed to shimmy up to the first of the slatted white wooden bars that acted as a balcony and then climbed the rest of the way up. The architecture in the back of these houses was basically a welcome ladder for burglars; I guess the crime rate this close to the Swiss border must be close to zero.

Or maybe Orlov was just too crazy to care. Even before the accident, I mean.

Whatever, I soon discovered I hadn’t been the first to pay his empty house a visit. Somebody, probably the French and CERN security services, had pretty much trashed the place. A flat panel TV had been ripped off the wall and lay sideways against it, trailing its wiring. Every cabinet drawer had been emptied, the bed mattress had been ripped apart, and clothes and other stuff were strewn all over the bedroom floor. Tons of running shoes, some with their linings cut open. Those gross thong underwear thingies that Frenchmen wear to the beach. Toiletries—lots of toiletries—most of which had been emptied out in the bathroom. The rest of the upstairs had fared no better. Ingeborg and Giancarlo’s apartment had probably gotten the same treatment the moment we’d left, which was depressing to think about. Even the closets had their plaster walls ripped out and floorboards pried up.

Downstairs, things were just as bad. There was like a 70” Sony TV at the foot of the stairs with its face to the floor and its housing cracked. The leather cushions on the couch and chairs had been slit open, and the Bang & Olufsen sound system had been totally dismantled, all except for the old-school iPod Touch still jammed in its dock. Could I be so lucky? I extracted it with a bottle opener I found lying in a pile of debris nearby. Was this Giancarlo’s iPod, the one he’d lent his boss? It had a Hello Kitty decal on the back. WTF?

The kitchen, like the bathrooms, stank to high heaven. I found a pack of American Glade scented oil wall plugins, of all things, in the pantry, so I went back around the house plugging them in everywhere to mask the smell.

Someone had poured out like half of Orlov’s wine cellar (looking for what?), but I managed to find a fairly intact bottle of Beaujolais. The fridge had been pretty well trashed, too, but they’d at least left the pasta and just enough unspoiled ingredients to make it into something. Damn, I should’ve asked him for the exact recipe. Still, I now had enough material to pretty much recreate whatever the process was that had transformed Peter Orlov from an invisible nobody like me into a whacked out Superman.

And suddenly I found myself in a big hurry. Because it was now becoming obvious that whatever process had annihilated my subatomic particles and then reassembled them differently charged was starting to wear off. I felt sick and weak and feverish, as if I were starting to slip away from reality, like in a dream. I realized that pretty soon I’d be as feeble as a ghost. I could actually die here—and nobody would even know! Would I slowly decompose or suffer some kind of catastrophic particle collapse? And what about Giancarlo? Wherever he was, he’d be going through exactly the same thing. I had to complete my own transformation and then go rescue him!

My plan of how to do this may have been totally crazy, but I knew it was my only chance. Because me getting sick like this introduced a whole new factor into the equation.

So, slowly dragging myself around the messed-up kitchen, aching in every joint and nerve, my nose and throat and sinuses increasingly on fire, I cooked my meal and ate it, while sipping the wine. A whole lot of wine. It seemed to help with the pain, but only amplified my faintness and vertigo. I’d found an intact pair of Sennheiser headphones in one of the drawers of the B & O’s credenza, which I put on and plugged into the iPod.

Then, selecting the least mutilated chair in the living room, I sank back into it and pushed Play…


Chapter Fifteen

Do you have any idea of how long Wagner’s Ring Cycle is?

Sixteen freaking hours, that’s how long! That alone almost killed me. And I still wasn’t even totally sure that it was what Orlov had listened to! So, afterwards, driving Orlov’s BMW all the way to Paris, I kept playing the music from the Hello Kitty iPod over the car stereo system; Tannhäuser (which actually isn’t part of the Ring Cycle), the Prokofiev, and all the rest of it, including a film track by somebody named Tom McLaughlan.

And no, it wasn’t like a scene from one of those prank videos on Youtube where it looks like nobody’s driving a car. People could see me now. I was visible again, yay! Something about the pasta and the wine or maybe just the Wagner had worked. Not only was I visible, but I seemed to have the ability to control the atoms in my body, too. Just how much, I still had no idea, because there hadn’t been any time to play with it. Was I now the equal of Peter Orlov, able to defeat him in some kind of weird Silly Putty super-battle and save CERN—and the world? I didn’t know that, either. All I knew was that Giancarlo’s life was in terrible danger, just like mine had been, and that I needed to get to him as soon as possible.

And that he was somewhere in Paris. Which was why I was headed there now.

Oh, maybe I’d better explain how I knew he was in Paris.

See, I’d actually almost really and truly died by the end of those sixteen hours. When I sort of woke up from my Wagner-induced coma, I’d managed to crawl out the door into the garage, which is where I finally started to feel better. Yep, seriously—I crawled out there on my hands and knees. I’m not kidding.

So I just lay there on the astroturfed garage floor for a couple of hours recovering; I even tried breathing to see if it helped. It didn’t, maybe because I couldn’t actually do it anymore. After a while, when I could sit up again, I noticed that the cops or soldiers who’d gone through the garage had done a much tidier job of looting it than they had in the house. Maybe they were Swiss instead of French. Whatever, they’d put everything back neatly in the storage boxes on the steel shelves on the side of one wall, instead of just leaving them dumped out. When I climbed inside Orlov’s red BMW, I noticed they’d even screwed all the side panels back in after they’d stripped them. Definitely Swiss.

Or maybe it’s just that people always assume that everything in storage doesn’t really count somehow. Which is how I found an old discarded laptop they’d left behind, an old Toshiba Satellite about the size of a small MacBook, but about three times heavier. And it had Wi-Fi. When I first plugged it in and booted up, I saw something I hadn’t seen since middle school: a Windows XP screen. The hard drive was empty, which was probably why they hadn’t bothered confiscating it, but the browser worked. So did all its cookies and bookmarks—Orlov hadn’t been kidding when he said he had an online porn addiction. So, next I did something so breathtakingly brilliant—or dumb—depending on the result of it, that I still can’t believe I thought of it. I opened a new Gmail account under the nickname of ‘InvisibleGrl’ and sent Giancarlo an email, hoping it wouldn’t get caught in his spam filter. It read: “Recovered from paint fumes. Where are you now, exactly? I need to see you.”

Because it occurred to me there was only one possible reason why Giancarlo would have left the government lab early and gone back to CERN. Because he was cooperating with the Swiss authorities and doing everything he could to help them—and himself—understand the phenomenon that had transformed us. That was actually really typical of him, I’d learned over the past week; the guy (how I wished I could say ‘my guy’) was very trusting and totally into doing the right thing. And patriotic. He probably actually believed that the Swiss government was on his side.

The French government, on the other hand, might be a whole other thing. It sounded like they’d practically kidnapped him off to one of their own secret labs, so maybe his feelings toward them weren’t so friendly right now. But I was betting that if he was still helping with their tests and research, they’d let him keep his own laptop. Which meant he could probably still access his work email. So why not just email him there—and see what happened?

Then, while the antique little computer recharged, I went back upstairs and packed a bag. Obviously, not many of Orlov’s clothes were going to fit me, but I rescued a few jerseys off the floor, along with clean socks and some cargo pants and flip-flops and slippers. Oh, and a sky-blue Adidas jacket. Everything fit, more or less, because we were pretty much the same size.

I didn’t touch any of his man-thongs, though. Eew.

There was some paper money lying scattered around, euros and Swiss francs, along with a whole bunch of coins, which I gathered up for minor expenses. I guess the French cops had been too honest to take any of it. Or maybe it just wasn’t enough money to bother with. Weirdly, I started feeling crappy again while I was doing this, so it was a relief to open the garage door and climb into the BMW 420D; the security cops had thoughtfully put the spare set of keys back in a kitchen drawer.

I drove south, skirting the Swiss border; I didn’t want to stray back across it, because I had no passport, not that there were any manned checkpoints I’d noticed. When I reached the Rhône river, I turned right, stopping outside a town called Bellegarde-sur-Valserine to hook into a hotspot outside a coffee shop and check my mail. Sure enough, there was one from Giancarlo!

“Paris, I think,” it read. “Caution! But very good to hear from u.”

He’d obviously typed in a hurry, maybe under some kind of constraint. ‘Caution’ didn’t sound good. But, hey, he was glad to hear from me, wasn’t he? I caught myself smiling like a total dork—it was ridiculous that a few stupid lines of text could make me feel this happy. I plotted the rest of my route. It was now 11:17 P.M. and very dark; according to Google, it would take about five and a half hours to get to Paris.

Which would make for a lot more very boring music to suffer through.

So, Giancarlo was in Paris. Or at least that’s what he thought, anyway, meaning they’d taken him there in another closed van. But Paris is a really big city, so it was going to be like looking for a needle in a haystack. An invisible needle. In a really ginormous haystack.

And I had a lot of other problems to deal with. For one thing, I’d have to abandon Orlov’s Beemer the moment I got there, because it would be traced, so the French government was going to at least be able to guess where I was. For another, I would need a place to stay, and that would be impossible without a credit card, one that couldn’t be traced back to me. Both of mine were in my bag, which was impounded at CERN, and of course, I hadn’t dared take any of Orlov’s. The loose cash I’d scooped up off the floor of his house amounted to a grand total of the equivalent of maybe sixty bucks; enough to buy gas and maybe a croissant or two, but not enough for a hotel room.

Hopefully, a hotel room for two…

In the meantime, I carefully kept to the speed limit and drove like my grandma Gaus (I think she is clever enough to convert.), even though it was hard to figure out some of the crazy traffic signs. But I couldn’t afford to be stopped by the cops or get in even a fender-bender; I didn’t have a driver’s license or a passport.

I’d thought Tennessee drivers were the worst in the world, but the French gave me a whole new perspective on the issue. Anybody in a car like Orlov’s seemed to view the presence of any other ‘muscle car’ on the highway as a personal affront—and an invitation to a two-vehicle motor race. I was constantly having dueling sports cars locked in mortal combat zooming past me halfway in my lane and nearly slamming me off the road.

After a refill of a few liters outside Auxerre on the E60, I barely had enough gas in the tank to make it around the Périphérique, the French Beltway, to Saint-Denis, thanks to the car’s built-in GPS. I’d heard this was Paris’ worst slum, but honestly, it looked like paradise compared to Detroit. However, I parked the BMW there with the top down and its keys on the front seat and hoped for the best. That it would get stolen and end up in Serbia or someplace, I mean. Then I walked south carrying the duffel bag I’d packed and wishing his damn flip-flops fit me better.

The sun was just coming up, and there was hardly a soul around. A couple of times cars slowed down as they went past me, but I guess the gangs of rapists I’d read about online were either asleep or too lazy to stop and get out. Or were turned off by Orlov’s “Physicists do it in theory” T-shirt and cargo pants. Whatever, after walking like forever, I finally found a hotel where the lobby guy gave me directions to the nearest Métro station, Basilique-Saint-Denis.

And it was then, when I got out of the Métro at Saint-Lazare and walked past the Place de la Madeleine and caught a glimpse of all the famous tourist sites I’d grown up daydreaming of seeing someday, like the obelisk at Concorde and the Eiffel Tower way off in the distance, that I suddenly realized: Holy crap, here I really am in Paris! It looked just like all the photos, too, except even sharper and prettier. I got so excited that I started jumping up and down on the sidewalk, and a couple of tourists stared and nudged each other.

Okay, I guess it’s time for me to totally spill the beans about the new me. The streets were still pretty much empty, but most of the guys who were out that early had sort of been staring at me a lot for a whole other reason, too. Other than my being silly and excited, I mean. See, when I first became visible again, it was like my cells had a lot of trouble remembering exactly what I looked like, you know, without pix or maybe a video to help. The result, when I looked in the mirror, was honestly not great—I looked like I was twelve and maybe had been really sick. I was deathly pale. My hair was pathetically lank and badly cut, and, most ridiculous of all, my breasts did not look at all realistic! Not until I’d shrunk them down, anyway. I guess because not being a guy, I’d never stared at them all that much.

Talk about your negative self-image.

So then I thought, if Orlov can primp and pimp himself, why can’t I? So, I went online on his slow old Toshiba looking for somebody better to be. Somebody photographed from a number of angles. Somebody showing some body.

Thing is, I was in a huge hurry and really didn’t have the time for much research, so I pretty much clicked on the first movie links I saw on his browser. Which, naturally, all turned out to be porn. Which is how I ended up looking like the spitting image of Russia’s most famous adult film star, Nastya Martynova. And yes, that’s how she spelled it.

Well, in my defense, at least no one was going to recognize the real me if they showed my photo on TV or newspapers or whatever. And Nastya and I looked sort of alike. A little. We were both human and female, anyway.

Of course, Nastya had long styled blond hair and bright blue eyes and was like four inches taller than me and had a perfect body and a great tan. So, she was definitely getting way more attention on the streets of Paris, even dressed in dorky guys’ clothes, than I would have.

But that was kind of the point, when it came to finding a free hotel room for the night.

Right?


Chapter Sixteen

Other than that, I totally had no plan.

And worse; as the city woke up, I only got more and more distracted wandering around and gawking at everything like some hillbilly just down from the holler. The thing the movies never show you about Paris is how vibrant and crowded the streets are once the day begins. I’d originally planned to just arrive here invisible and sneak into a hotel that way, but after like the dozenth time I was bumped or jostled, I realized that would plainly have been impossible. I’ve never been to New York City, but I can’t believe it’s any more crowded there.

So I just sight-seed (sight-saw?) for an hour or two, wandering into the Tuileries Gardens and then, tormented by the baking smells, a tea room on the Rue de Rivoli where I stupidly blew a few of my last euros on breakfast. In addition to the waste of money, it also meant that at some point I might have to use the bathroom again, something I no longer needed to do as long as I didn’t eat or drink.

But that, at least, got me thinking. Before, when I was invisible, food had just passed through me without being absorbed. But now, there was no particular reason why I shouldn’t digest and store all the molecules I’d ingested for future use. For example, those silly-looking wings of Orlov’s had been extruded by robbing his body of mass from other places. But why, for example, shouldn’t I just gorge for a few days and then use the material processed to grow prettier, but equally functional, ones? Not that I wanted to walk around downtown Paris looking like that; just saying, you know, what if. As in, what if I needed to grow a pair to make a quick escape?

Like from this really gross middle-aged guy who’d sat down at the little round table across from me. He was short, nearly bald, had a face like an owl’s, and a dark, deep yellow complexion. “You are very beautiful, like statue of Greek goddess,” he said in a thick accent. “You are American?”

I started to say I was Russian, then thought better of it, because I suddenly remembered I had no passport and therefore legally no nationality at all. Being Russian might get me deported. “Swiss,” I said, finally. I didn’t often have this problem—how to get rid of pests, unless they were fellow-physicists, of course—but being Nastya meant I was obviously going to have to figure out a few reliable new tricks fast.

“I am Arpad.” He held out a very plump, yellow paw for me to shake.

“Nastya.” For some reason, I imitated his accent. It seemed natural, somehow. Maybe even smart.

“Very happy to meet you, Nastya. Now I am going to make a very sexy suggestion, and you must not feel shy to speak truth to me. How much?”

“How much what?” Okay, I admit I’ve led a sheltered life; I honestly didn’t know what he was talking about.

“How much you charge for spending with me one night of paradise, Nastya? I will pay any price. Within reason, of course,” he added quickly. “I am at the Hotel Meurice, it is next door. Very nice luxury there, very clean.”

The thought of actually spending the night with this repulsive specimen of pond life was almost enough to make me puke my pastries right back up in his lap, but he’d given me an idea. After all, if I was going to be Nastya, I might as well act Nastya… so to speak.

“My rate is €2,000 an hour,” I said primly. I’d like to be able to tell you I’d pulled that number out of my, well, hat, but the truth is, I read it in an article about some politician caught in a prostitution scandal. “Usually I prefer to spend eight hours with a client on an overnight. So €16,000 total.” I smirked at him and wet my lips with my tongue, something I’ve always totally wanted to do. Especially to Giancarlo. “Believe me, I’m worth it.”

“Yes, yes, of course, but that is not such a reasonable price for today—we are not at the Cannes.” We dickered for a while and finally settled on a volume discount price of eight grand. “But that is for beginning now. Noon to midnight, that is only fair.” Now it was his turn to smack his lips, a disgusting spectacle that, at least, turned back the clock for him; it made him look like a greedy, fat dirty-minded little boy. With jaundice.

“No touching!” I slapped at his greasy hand, as we walked out the door and back beneath the long stone arcade that runs down one side of the street. “I never allow my clients to touch me anywhere until they have showered completely. You want me to be completely clean for yourself, don’t you?”

“Yes, yes, of course.” But he looked sulky, not recovering any of his swagger until we turned into the entrance of Le Meurice. “You see? It has very nice restaurant, spa, everything. First class. Everything must be first class for me.”

Obviously, by that he meant me.

Inside, the hotel looked exactly like what you’d expect an expensive Paris hotel to look like, straight out of movies like Sex in the City. It had gleaming sand-colored marble everything, polished wood counters, ugly white statues, muted old-fashioned-looking lamps, and, as Arpad proudly informed me, no doubt quoting some brochure, “Louis XVIII style of furnitures.” He pronounced each Roman numeral in Louis XVIII individually, like “Ex-Vee-One-One-One.”

We took the elevator upstairs, then walked down the gleaming sand-colored hall to his room. “That is your… toiletries?” He looked dubiously at my duffel bag as he swiped his key-card. In fairness, I guess it did appear like I planned to go bowling.

I simpered. “Hey, I always bring my toys along.” He brightened at that and ushered me in. I felt right at home; the place looked like a brothel.

“A long shower.” I spoke to him severely, pulling off his heavy black-rimmed glasses and setting them on a side table. “I want you squeaky clean.”

He giggled, blinking like a mole. “Yes, yes, I will squeak for you!”

While I was removing his glasses, I’d also managed to grow a tentacle with suckers on it, like an octopus, and slipped it into his coat pocket, removing his billfold. It was my first experiment like this with my new abilities and it felt thrilling—and kind of creepy—to have it work. Once Arpad was safely in the bathroom, and I heard the shower come on, I went back downstairs and approached the front desk.

“I am staying here with my uncle, Mr. Kebabjian?” I said in my schoolgirl French to the clerk, whom I’d noticed staring at me as we’d entered. “He wants me to have my own room.”

“Just one moment please, mademoiselle,” he said in English. “I am with this lady.”

‘This lady’ was an athletic American woman a few years older than me dressed in a conservative business suit. She had shoulder-length auburn hair, a mean expression, a black attaché case chained to her wrist, and was brusquely shoving an official-looking ID at the poor guy. He handed her a room key card, and she waved off the bellhop, hauling a large Samsonite wheeled suitcase behind her.

“We have nothing free on the third floor, I’m afraid,” the desk clerk told me. “Will the fifth be agreeable to you? The rooms are a bit smaller. Will you require assistance with your luggage?”

“Oh, the damned airline’s lost it!” I handed him Arpad’s credit card. “I am so pissed!” It occurred to me the clerk might ask me for my passport, but luckily he didn’t, so after we were done, I took the card upstairs and stuck it back in its billfold, leaving it next to the glasses. Then I bailed. I was just getting into the elevator at the end of the hall when Arpad waddled out of his room wearing a striped bathrobe. He stood there peering blindly from side to side.

“Nastya?” He said as the elevator doors closed. “Nastya?” I actually felt kind of mean ripping him off like that; horrible as he was, he’d been kind of a sweetie, really, all things considered. Only—ewwww!

And hey, at least I’d just saved him eight thousand euros, right? So, he should definitely look on the bright side when he got the credit card bill for the extra hotel room. Then I thought of the squeakiness in his voice when he’d said “Nastya? Nastya?” just now, and cracked up in spite of myself. The American woman I’d seen earlier at the front desk had been standing in the elevator when I got on, still attached to her suitcase. She scowled at me slightly, and I shut up.

The doors opened on the fifth floor. The woman walked briskly down the hall ahead of me and stopped to swipe her card in the door of 512. I was in the room next to hers, 514; I guess the hotel assigned blocks of rooms together to single young women. Or maybe it was just Americans. I waited until her door shut behind her before going inside mine. Her appearance had given me some ideas on how to disguise myself in future; not very practical ones, maybe, but hadn’t I been critical of Orlov for his lack of imagination? I needed to do a lot of thinking fast—outside the box—on how to stay alive and free long enough to find Giancarlo and spring him from his box.

While we’re on the subject of boxes, I saw what the desk clerk had meant by a “bit smaller” when I went inside. I guess the fifth floor had once been an attic, so everything was just a little cramped. The ceiling was dormered, even though the Napoleonic-looking curtains hanging everywhere sort of hid the architectural weirdness. But the upholstery was all real silk, and the view out over the Tuileries to the river beyond was breathtaking.

Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to linger over any of that. I unpacked the Toshiba Satellite, hooked it up to the hotel’s Wi-Fi, and checked my email for anything new from Giancarlo.

Nothing.

I tried running a traceroute on his last email. But it bounced at IN2P3 Lyon.fr after it pinged back from the French CERN servers. I needed him actually online the next time I did it—and not cloaked by any kind of OpenVPN or proxy service. That was a tall order, but I wrote him another email telling him about it.

However, I didn’t mention where I was. You know, because they were almost certainly monitoring everything that came into his inbox. The way we were communicating felt almost medieval; like those lovers who were torn apart from each other and had to communicate with notes slipped through cracks in convent windows and whatever. Heloise and Abelard, was that who I was thinking of? Didn’t they live in Paris, too?

Of course, Giancarlo didn’t know he was my lover yet. I caught sight of my reflection in the mirror and grinned. Maybe I’d let that come as a Nastya surprise to him…

The door of the hotel room next to me, the one the mean chick had gone in, opened and then shut again, and on an impulse, I went to my door and peeked out the spy hole. I caught a dim fish-eye view of her disappearing down the hall, still carrying the attaché case. Probably taking it downstairs to the hotel safe. When I turned to go back, I realized that the locked door in the wall, which I’d only barely glanced at before, connected our two rooms. And okay, it’s kind of freaky, but I was suddenly filled with this intense desire to find out more about her. Something about the scowl she’d given me, I guess—the hostility in it. And what was the deal with the attaché case she was chained to?

But something else, too. It had been like she was scanning my face to see if she recognized it from an APB. Like a cop would automatically do…

I glanced at the lock and remembered Orlov’s trick for opening the van. He’d inserted his finger—like so—and then melted some skin into the lock, feeling for the tiny levers, then turned his dermal molecules to steel as he turned them in the lock… and the door opened. A foot behind it was a second door, identical to the first. I opened that one, too, and went in.

She’d unpacked a few things and laid them out on the bed, precisely folded. An orderly mind. There was a skirt and jacket, identical to the plum-colored ones she wore, except black. At right angles to them lay a folded white slip. Next to it was a thin stack of papers she’d evidently just removed from the briefcase before she’d taken it downstairs, probably because she intended to read or reread them.

The top sheet had a big color photograph of Dr. Peter (Pyotr) Orlov on it. Beneath that was his name and date and place of birth. At the top of the page in the left hand corner was an FBI letterhead and the words ‘EYES ONLY’. In the opposite corner snaked a trail of acronyms ending in ‘/SA D L Traylor’.

The pages beneath that contained his autobiography, along with synopses of his work, mixed with more photographs of him and other people. I barely glanced at these, because resting beneath Orlov’s file, was Giancarlo’s, a much thinner one, bearing his photograph.

And the one at the very bottom of the stack, staring blankly up at me now, was mine…


Chapter Seventeen

The elevator indicator faintly dinged down the hall.

Oh shit. I managed to straighten the stack of pages on the bed, then closed and relocked the first connecting door between our rooms just as she swiped the key card in her front door. She was talking to somebody on the phone when she came in, so I stood frozen for a minute, listening. For the first time, I deliberately enhanced the sensitivity of my tympanic membranes and amplified the signal from the cochlear nerve, so that my senses were now so acute, I could hear the voice at the other end of her cell phone call.

“—checked it out, but they don’t think the signal’s coming from his room anymore. So we’ll have to do a floor-by-floor.”

“Crap, how could you lose her already, Traylor? She just got there.” A man’s voice; in his forties, I decided. They were both Americans like me. Flat Midwestern voices, government types.

“I didn’t lose her, Charlie. It’s your operation—and those are your people outside in the van. They say the signal’s still in the building. And I guess they’ve got the front entrance covered. Maybe you should get people on the other exits.”

“Fat lot of good that’ll do if she’s still invisible. You got your spray can with you?”

“Yes, in the suitcase,” the woman said. ‘Traylor’, he’d called her. “Anyways, you’re being too talky—the French are listening to every word we say, as you well know. Meet you downstairs in five. If we’re going to wet ourselves over this, might as well do it in the bar until the cavalry gets here.” And she hung up.

I couldn’t move. I felt utterly sick. They—the FBI, I guessed (although she’d said ‘your people’ to the man)—knew I was right here in the hotel! They’d somehow followed me all the way from Thoiry. But how? Following some kind of signal I was transmitting?

The Toshiba! Somebody with more brains than the goons who’d turned the rest of the house over had left it behind just in case Orlov or one of us turned up. The laptop had a distinctive MAC address and a WiFi chip that could probably be tracked like a cell phone. God, I’d been stupid!

What else had I learned? That she was carrying an aerosol can around with her; probably the same kind of blue paint I already knew and loathed. That only reinforced my suspicion that this had happened before; that they’d had to deal with other ‘invisibles’ in the past…

And just who—and what—the Hell were ‘the cavalry’?

By now, I was totally freaking out. Obviously, the first order of business had to be dumping the computer. I quickly erased its recent browsing history, then unplugged it and carried it over to the open window, where a warm breeze blew traffic noises and the rank smell of the Seine. I peered out over the little ornamental balustrade to the Rue de Rivoli below. A white delivery van was double-parked in front of the hotel, and without giving it much thought, I just tossed the Toshiba out the window aiming for the van’s roof. And praying that I didn’t miss and hit one of the parked cars or bicyclists around it.

The laptop plunged like a stone, crunching into the van and creating a dent like it had been hit by a rocket propelled grenade. Plastic shards skittered across the van’s roof like shrapnel. The sound echoed back and forth down the street, but as far as I could tell, not a single person noticed. Or even looked up. Next time I need to commit a murder in broad daylight, I’m definitely doing it in Paris.

I walked back from the window and sat down for a minute to think things over. They knew I was here—but hopefully that would change now; even if the laptop was still alive, the van was bound to drive off at some point. They were looking for somebody who either looked like me—Mira Verborgen—or somebody invisible. What they weren’t looking for was a Russian porn princess. ‘They’ being the FBI and the French authorities and whoever this Charlie guy was. CIA, maybe. Or NSA.

On the other hand, Nastya had no documentation or right to be here, if the French police showed up and did a floor-by-floor search. And Nastya wasn’t exactly hard to spot, either, with her college guy clothes and porn-star looks and hair.

Agent Traylor’s door closed behind her again, and I went back in for another, longer peek through her stuff. Everything looked exactly as it had before, except the bathroom door was open and she’d left a few lights on. I skimmed the files again, then put them back where I’d found them. There was some interesting stuff in there about Orlov, including a psych profile that called him ‘a career opportunist with a borderline narcissistic personality disorder’, but no interesting gossip about Giancarlo, which was disappointing. There were more pics of Inge than we needed to see; whoever had compiled the report had obviously been a guy. There was almost nothing there about me, other than my academic records and my internships at the Fermi Lab and National Center for Supercomputing Applications in Urbana-Champaign.

It was almost like I didn’t exist.

I went through her suitcase for any more info I could dig up about Agent Traylor, but found nothing of interest, except for two sets of plastic flexi-cuffs. But no gun; either she was carrying it now or else the French didn’t allow Federal agents to come into the country with them. There was nothing very personal in there, either, except for her cosmetics and underclothes. Which reminded me: what I really needed to escape from the hotel unnoticed was a complete change of clothes and maybe a new face. Why not just steal hers?

The face part was problematic—I hadn’t really gotten a good look at Ms. Traylor—but her clothes, dull and frumpy though they were, were right there on the bed in front of me.

So, figuring she was probably a total clean-freak, I tried them on, first the bra and panties, then the black dress suit and a pair of matching high heels. The bra was too small and the heels too big, but I altered myself to fit. Then it occurred to me that if Traylor didn’t spot me in them on my way out, she’d certainly notice they’d been stolen later when she came back to her room—and recognize them on the hotel security video later. No, it would be stupid to steal them—I needed to mimic them. I needed to pull one of Orlov’s stupid Silly Putty tricks.

Her clothes were all either cotton or cotton-polymer blends; analyzing them more closely by osmosis, I found I could easily emulate the cotton weave using the breakfast leftovers in my gut: cellulose, water, pectin, fat, and mineral salts. The only real challenge was producing the bra hook. I was fairly sure I could form my epidermal molecules into a metal alloy, but for now, I just made it a single band using elastic gut cells. Again, my intestinal lining came in handy for mining organic analogues of the linked polyamide bonds that formed the polyesters of her outer clothing. I shortened the skirt hem a little, changed the color to a dark navy blue, and used real bone buttons on the jacket. But the zipper totally defeated me, so I ignored it.

If Giancarlo and I ever ended up in bed together, he was going to have a really hard time undressing me. No, not if. When…

Okay, snap out of it, Mira! Stop daydreaming.

The clock was ticking, and I had a lot to do before the dreaded cavalry arrived. By the time I got to the shoes, I decided to heck with it, and just kept them on. For one thing, they were Chanels. For another, she’d brought along three pairs of high heels, and I figured when she noticed they were missing, she’d either think a maid had stolen them or that she’d forgotten to pack them. And not even the chick in Covert Affairs would think of planting tracker beacons in her own shoes, right?

I went back to my room and had a look at Nastya in the mirror. God, she was a looker! I hated to mess with that pretty, pouty little baby face, but decided to add a few Mira tweaks here and there and gave her a little of my nose. Dialed back the makeup. Made her mouth wider, like mine. And gave myself my own eyes back because, well, if I’m honest, I actually like them better. There’s nothing wrong with grey. At least it’s an honest color.

Oh, and I colored her hair, going for a sort of dark brown, and shortened it to shoulder length. The net effect was sort of Angelina Jolie’s hardworking little sister.

When I left, I took the duffel bag with me and stuck the iPod in one of my jacket pockets. Literally; I could feel everything through the skin of the extruded clothes exactly like I could through my own, so I was, in effect, walking around naked again, except for the heels. Slipping the iPod into a flesh pocket felt… well, you can probably guess how it felt. Like I’d grown a few extra body cavities. Strange, but definitely interesting.

Downstairs at the bar, Agent Traylor hobnobbed with a grey-haired guy I assumed must be Charlie. He was cruel-looking but handsome in an aging Ivy League preppie kind of way; he was wearing a tie from Princeton or someplace with a Phi Beta Kappa tie-pin and a pin-striped tan suit, along with white Italian loafers. With tassels. Next to him at the bar counter sat a very depressed-looking Arpad Kebabjian. He looked up at me hopefully, eyes moistening first with interest, then with disappointment when he saw I wasn’t Nastya. He blew his nose. I rotated the duffel bag behind me so he wouldn’t notice it. Agent Traylor gave me a cross stare, so somehow I didn’t feel the urge to join them all for a cozy drink. Plus, it made me feel less guilty about stealing her shoes.

There was a black van with tinted windows parked just outside the front lobby entrance, probably filming everybody who walked in or out. I figured that meant digital pix of this version of me were now officially on file somewhere. After I’d walked down the street, I dawdled and doubled back a few times around Concorde just to make sure I wasn’t being followed.

Then I dumped the contents of the duffel bag—all extra clothes and things like toothbrushes I’d brought from Orlov’s—one by one in trash bins along the Champs Elysees and finally stuffed the bag into one, too, after extracting the last of the money from its depths. It was hard doing all this unnoticed because men—and now women, too—were ogling me even more as Brangie’s little sis than they had as Nastya. I definitely needed sunglasses and a hat.

I also needed to find someplace I could exchange my Swiss francs. And I needed an Internet café so I could check my email again.

Superhuman powers and glamorous physical beauty had turned me into a very needy person.


Chapter Eighteen

It turned out I was staying in the only crowded part of Paris that time of year.

The actual real French people were all still on vacation—they seemed to take both July and August off—and the only people who would stop and allow me to try my French out on them were either American or German tourists. They always immediately asked if I spoke English, then whipped out their smartphones and helpfully ‘Googled that’ for me.

Which is how I ended up at the ‘milk internet hall’ about a block from l’Opéra, a sort of cross between Kinko’s and the Star Wars cantina scene. I only had enough money left to rent fifteen minutes on an old Dell, but since I didn’t dare hang around any longer than that after checking my email, that would have to be enough.

I had another reply from Giancarlo! “48°42’25.7”N 2°10’45.6”E. beware kryptonite!” it said.

That was it. When I searched the coordinates, I got a lot of links to French government websites, but the physical address seemed to be CNRS-Laboratoire de Physique des Solides, UMR Univ. Paris-Sud, Bât. 800, 91405 Orsay cedex. Orsay was about 18 miles southwest of the Paris city limits, and I was broke. I should maybe have kept the BMW.

A news headline on Google grabbed my attention, and I clicked on it. It showed live video from CERN with about a dozen feeds scrolling beneath it, unreadable at such a small resolution. The French announcer was saying something about a crisis and Peter Orlov; in the background, Orlov, now inflated to the size of a giant pink dome, covered the entire campus, an area of some seven square miles. God only knew what conditions were like inside; whether the people he’d trapped had enough air and food and water and whether the plumbing still worked. I had to hurry. If I could rescue Giancarlo before he went into atomic decay, maybe we could figure out a way to stop Orlov before he expanded over the rest of Switzerland like a, well, crazed balloon…

Maybe that’s what Giancarlo’s cryptic reference to kryptonite meant; that there was now an antidote. To Orlov’s powers—and to ours. Or had he just meant the blue paint?

While I mulled this over, the distinctive busy-signal shrill of French police sirens rent the summer haze. Whether or not they were coming for me, I needed to get my ass out of ‘milk’ in a hurry. And then out of town. But how the heck was I going to get there?

According to the Internet, I needed the RER rail line from the Charles de Gaulle airport to Saint-Rémy-lès-Chevreuse to get to Orsay. The nearest station to me was Sentier, straight down the rue Réaumur. Seeing how I was broke—and wanted no record of myself on the Paris Métro cameras—I had no choice; I’d have to go commando again.

Which sadly meant bidding a fond adieu to the black Chanels, which I dumped in a bin outside the station, while a beggar stared at me bemusedly. The station entrance was in a large grey building; once inside, I turned down a side corridor toward business offices, where I found myself briefly alone. I turned myself, mock business suit and all, invisible. I’d practiced this in the mirror a few times at the hotel, but this was the first time I’d tried it in public.

It seemed to work. I couldn’t see my hands. Or my ‘clothes’. Or the iPod still hidden inside them. So, painstakingly careful not to get jostled on the stairs and the platform, I went downstairs, slipped through the turnstiles, and caught the next train.

The RER, Réseau Express Régional, wasn’t as fast as I’d imagined from its name; it seemed to poke along and stop at every station. Luckily, barely anybody was using it this early in the afternoon on a summer day, so I was able to sit the whole way. I got out at Orsay Le Guichet, where there was a little board with a map and directions on how to get to the various buildings on campus, which was the size of a small city. There was a bus, but I preferred to run.

For one thing, I was curious to see just how fast I could run. It had occurred to me that it should be possible to vastly increase the rate at which the ligament ‘cylinders’ firing my muscular contraction cycled the myosin cross-bridges between them. Merely speeding these up would require energy from somewhere, of course; however, tinkering with them at the molecular level to increase efficiency might actually create very little heat waste.

So, ideally, what I was doing as I zipped along the road was coordinating the kinesin molecular motor along both domains in all of my muscle filaments to achieve one-way stepping along microtubule proteins at the 1-nm-sized molecular level. In other words, turning my muscle molecules into tiny little Heinkel rotary instead of piston engines. In theory, it should have turned me into something like that Flash guy in the comic books; in reality, there was so much traffic and so few sidewalks or open spaces that I could barely cover ground any faster than Usain Bolt. Still, it was a start—and I didn’t notice any net energy conservation loss. In theory, there was no reason not to turn myself into more or less a moving solar panel if I needed to.

Or even just plug into an electrical outlet at night.

If Orlov did that invisibly right now, nobody outside the CERN buildings would have even known what he was up to. Or that it was him doing it. Instead, his ego demanded that he broadcast ‘messages to the planet’ every few hours, restating his grandiose ambitions for humanity and asking for volunteers—at least, according to that very brief news clip I’d watched at the Internet café.

Still, at least he had a plan. And was intimately familiar with every inch of CERN. I was going into the CNRS-Laboratoire both blind and clueless. And I certainly wasn’t willing to go to the lengths Orlov had. He’d already dumped a few dead bodies out of his pink putty biodome; one of the engineers had tried to attack his head with a blowtorch, he claimed, and a squad of the GIGN soldiers had blown themselves up trying to force a breach in his shell.

So what were my options, assuming I could even find out where they were keeping Giancarlo? Never mind that they’d been alerted by his email that I was probably on my way. Should I try to sneak in past security? Use the invisible dome trick? Turn myself into a kamikaze whirlwind? Try to scare them all into evacuating? But that would still allow them to get on their cell phones and set off every alarm at the university. Or even to use their ‘kryptonite’ on me, whatever that was…

And honestly, that part of things didn’t sound so good. I was pretty sure I’d come really close to dying at Orlov’s; if that was the kind of thing Giancarlo was talking about, I wasn’t sure I could handle it again. It had felt like a bad case of radiation poisoning—or at least, how I’d always imagined it felt. I like to think I’m a moral and responsible person, but if I hadn’t been so totally crazy about the dude, I’m not sure I’d have been risking my life for him like that.

But I was. Crazy about him, I mean. The thought of Giancarlo feeling the way I had—sick and dying—was way too upsetting for me to deal with. I couldn’t just stand idly by and let it happen to him. Plus… truthfully, even if I didn’t have the world’s biggest crush on Giancarlo—even if he was as big a dork as Fred Eberline, the TA who was supposed to teach me String Theory but who told me I was too picky because I didn’t want to date him and his nose hair—I’d be trying to free him right now. Because I just flat out needed an ally.

Which is how I came to be standing outside the Solid Physics Lab in Bâtiment 800, a big X-shaped blue-and-tan edifice that looked like an apartment building from the ‘60s, trying to decide what to do next.

The side parking lot, divided from the sleepy rue André Rivière by a candy-cane striped security beam and a copse of thick trees, was mostly empty; not only was it mid-August, but as I’d already learned, the French usually took two or three hours off for lunch. So, there weren’t likely to be many people in the building.

But was Giancarlo? That was the $64,000 question, as my grandma Gaus would say.

The sign above the front entrance said “Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique—Laboratoire de Physique des Solides”. I opened the door and went inside. A single student manning the reception desk was busy swiping and staring into his iPad screen; he didn’t even look up when the door clunked shut behind me. If there was any military-style security here, it obviously lay deep underground.

Which turned out to be the case, once I’d located an elevator that took me down to the first basement level. There were cameras mounted on the ceilings and “Attention! Interdit!” signs everywhere. A pair of GIGN-style paratroopers behind a bulletproof glass and steel kiosk at the end of the hall guarded a sealed door. Obviously, it was going to take more than an eyeball to get me in.

But in I had to get! I had no choice. And what else could all this security possibly contain except something super top secret? Like an invisible Swiss scientist? So, I walked up to the sealed metal door and melted against it, turning myself into an invisible free-flowing goo.

I cannot even begin to tell you how totally weird this felt. I mean, I’d extruded tentacles before, even tried growing a tail in the bathroom just for fun, but I hadn’t done the Silly Putty thing yet, especially flattening myself into more or less a liquid, so that I could flow down the hall—and doing this without ears or eyes, just using primitive cell nodes for sensory awareness. Basically, it was like being reincarnated as industrial Mop n’ Glo with ESP.

And each time I pulled some trick like this, it was kind of like crossing my eyes. I still wasn’t totally sure I could, you know, ever change back again…


Chapter Nineteen

There’s no such thing as a 100% hermetic seal.

No matter how closely surfaces adhere, there are always atomic spaces and gaps between them—and even most solids are permeable to certain molecules. Here was the first real test of my new physical abilities: to infiltrate the security door and once past it, find my way undetected through the complex.

Orlov had made turning into a shell a single atom thick look way easy; squeezing myself that thin made me suddenly appreciate his brilliance for the first time. When I reached the 1-nm level, I began to entertain serious doubts I was going to make it. And I even briefly wondered if maybe he hadn’t been a little bit saner than I’d thought before the accident—and that maybe, just maybe, it had been stupid stunts like this that had actually driven him crazy afterwards.

Whatever, I didn’t end up needing to actually shrink to a single atom of thickness. The seal was porous enough for whole molecules, so Orlov had just been showing off, as usual. Once on the other side, I extruded optic and auditory sensors and vastly accelerated my motility, so that my new Mop n’ Glo self could cover the entire floor in seconds. The only hairy bit was slipping through beneath the soles of a couple of technicians as they were walking down the hall ahead of me. I was aware not only of their weight, but of their heat signatures and chemical composition as they kept on going, unaware of my presence, on top of me.

As I expanded, I visually sensed a number of magnetospheres and spectroscopes inside the lab, a giant Nonneutral Torus stellerator, and a couple of smaller ones, along with a hybrid plasma confinement chamber. All the usual solid physics lab equipment, in other words, though they had what looked to be a particularly complex continuously operating linear mirror machine for collisionless plasma. They’d probably brought Giancarlo here to play with that.

But so far there was no sign of him, not on this level, at least. It wasn’t until I’d saturated the whole floor and reached the lobby at the other end that I discovered there was another level below it, including a huge room a couple stories tall, like an airplane hangar. And that’s where I found him, inside a sort of big cage with thick glass walls on three sides built on top of a platform. They’d furnished it like a dorm room. Or a hospital room…

It was surrounded by medical lab equipment and a couple of immersion tanks and imaging scanners the size of bank vaults. Maybe Giancarlo was there voluntarily, but the way he was housed sure made it look like he was a prisoner—or an exhibit in an aquarium or even a circus sideshow, because basically, he had no privacy.

Aside from being only semi-visible, I mean. He wore a bright orange jumpsuit and his skin had been repainted blue, though it had begun to bead and flake off like mine had. There was no one else around, but about a dozen security cameras were pointed in his direction.

Whatever I was going to do next, I had to do it fast.

I trickled up the platform stairs and through the sliding glass doors of Giancarlo’s cage. He sat hunched at his computer—well, okay, not hunched; the Swiss have really terrific posture, even the homeless guys at the library—but totally absorbed in whatever he was reading, something about nanoscale chemical engineering of phthalates.

By now, I was coating his desk and keyboard. I extruded a number of invisible filaments, along with eye and ear buds, and typed: “this is mira. dont move or say n e thing or act weird.”

The paint on him had dried into a million specks; a dusting of them covered his face like tiny blue freckles. God, he even looked cute like that! He opened his mouth to say something, and I saw clear through the empty space of his head to the other side. There wasn’t much else I could see of him, actually, but wherever my heart was inside this super bizarro new form I was in, it was psychosomatically beating madly now that I was reunited with the guy of my dreams. Figuratively, I mean; doing it, in reality, would have caused ripples to run across half the flooring in the building.

Luckily, he didn’t say anything aloud; just shut his darkened mouth and typed: “ur here? now? how?”

“n m,” I typed. Which means ‘never mind’ if you don’t cell text. “but we need 2 go! now! take off ur clothes in b-room and scrub off. u DO want 2 escape, right?”

“y,” he typed. This can also mean ‘why’, but in this case, I took it for ‘yes.’ The reason why was pretty obvious, unless he’d grown really attached to the place.

When he came back out of his RV-sized stainless steel bathroom, about the only part of Giancarlo still visible was a bluish haze around his head and hands. I inserted a mouth bud into one of his ears (and how thrilling that felt!) and whispered, “I’m going to cover you up now, so you’ll be completely invisible. Don’t even think about moving. Just relax and close your eyes—I’m going to carry you outside, okay?”

He nodded, and I enveloped him. Like, totally. From head to toe. It’s funny, I hadn’t planned it that way, you know, like a full-body molecular hug, but that’s how it worked out. And… it was like the most intimate thing I’d ever done in my life. It somehow even made the act of sex seem sort of, well, trivial and unimaginative, you know? I could feel every single nanometer of him inside me, as if my consciousness had become a living sheath that sheltered and shielded him—even if I was made of nothing but floor wax at the moment.

Maybe moms feel that way a little. Maybe I’d get to feel that way again someday if Giancarlo and I ever had kids. Or even could have kids. I know, I know—cart like a mile before the horse. But these were the kind of thoughts racing through my Silly Putty head. Instead of practical stuff, like what to do next. And just how the heck we were going to get out of there.

Actually, that part was easy—or would have been if a couple of guys hadn’t shown up yelling and spraying blue paint in every direction about half a minute after I popped the glass doors open and began retracting myself back the way I’d come. Evading them should have been easy, too; I’d have just slipped out from under them at Flash speed, sending them flying, and been long gone by the time the paint settled. But I was carrying Giancarlo along horizontally inside me, like an anaconda with a freshly ingested cow, and that slowed me down.

But what was I supposed to do? Suffocate them, like Orlov had? Take them hostage? But wouldn’t a hostage situation end up the same way as the situation at CERN? No, I refused to abandon my humanity, even if that was getting harder and harder to keep doing the more extreme my physical form became. I’d rather fail in my rescue mission than harm anyone—and I knew Giancarlo felt exactly the same way. Which was probably why he’d been meekly sitting in that glass cage all this time instead of seriously making a break for it.

So, I contented myself with flowing up their bodies like airplane glue and freezing their hands until the rest of me had moved on. Unfortunately, one of them—or maybe somebody watching all those camera monitors—then tripped an overhead sprinkler system that started dousing everything in a fine mist of blue paint. Including me. Evac sirens also went off, and all the lights began blinking dramatically.

It was time to motor out of there.

I had the sense to realize, the moment the ceiling sprinkler heads started spraying, that the smart thing to have done was cling to the ceiling instead of the floor and divide myself into little rivers running between the nozzles. But then Giancarlo would have dangled below me, since there was no way to crush or compress him, and that part of me would get painted anyway. Plus, I wasn’t sure I could even hoist his weight, not while sticking to the ceiling tiles.

Hey, come on—give me a break. I was new to all of this! Orlov had had time to practice.

So, I just sucked it up and let myself get sprayed. But this time, unlike in Switzerland, the paint stung when it hit. And I suddenly realized that this stuff might have been what Giancarlo meant by ‘kryptonite’. Already I was starting to feel weaker and slightly sick.

Or was I mostly reacting psychologically? I mean, if it was this easy, wouldn’t the military have already taken care of Orlov? Yeah, I decided—I was just being a wuss. Still, I was kind of a mess anyway by the time I got Giancarlo upstairs to the main security door. We were both still mostly invisible but were turning a frosty blue. I tried resisting this by making my surface as slippery and nonstick as possible, like cooking spray, but some of the paint still stuck. And it definitely burned and sickened me.

It seemed like forever, but probably took less than a minute before I’d hauled Giancarlo’s butt into the front hall upstairs. The security door was open and about a dozen wheezing, howling, and otherwise bitterly complaining employees, completely covered in what looked like bright blue mud, were stumbling their way through it. I’d left the lower half of my body outside the door, the iPod still stuffed invisibly in its pocket next to my fanny; I snapped back together with the velocity of a stretched rubber band being released. The lump of Giancarlo, still encased inside me, bowled a couple of them over like skittles as we shot out the door.

The next few moments were intensely confused. I released Giancarlo from my improvised womb—which actually did feel a little like giving birth—and reassumed my own form. Sort of. Think Smurfette Brangelina. I was weakening fast but managed to make myself visible again. Saturated in blue paint, Giancarlo and I looked pretty much like everybody else in the hall.

We struggled to our feet, and, sickened and miserable, crowded into the elevator with the others.


Chapter Twenty

And you know what?

I seriously think we could have both gotten away with no trouble at all, if only I’d had a little practice time like Orlov to test out the mathematics of flight. Or could have figured out the formula to transform into Pam or Crisco on the spot. Oil, right? And an emulsifier like lecithin, maybe? Whatever, I needed something to counteract the chemical agents in the paint.

Instead, as soon as we got outside, I was distracted by a couple of uniformed paratroopers, who started herding us over toward the south parking lot, where a bunch of people, obviously from the floors above, formed a loose, angry huddle. One had a clipboard and was checking names off.

So, all thoughts of doing something clever and sensible like sprouting giant bat-wings or turning myself into a big ball and just rolling away with Giancarlo trotting on the treadmill formed inside me, evaporated instantly.

Okay, I admit it. I panicked.

“Run!” I said to Giancarlo, and we took off in the direction of the side parking lot and the street I’d just come from. There was a volley of shouts in French from behind us to stop—I was getting pretty used to those by now—but we kept running. A black van skidded to a stop in front of us, on the other side of the candy-striped security boom, and its side door slid open.

Behind us, the two soldiers started shooting. The chatter of their automatic rifles echoed with shocking noise off the surrounding buildings. I guess the first were just warning shots; the next few whacked us in the legs and back before bouncing off. Giancarlo stumbled and almost fell.

“Keep running!” I yelled at him. “It stings, but they can’t hurt you!” He stopped for a moment, and I grabbed his hand and dragged him after me. “Come on, don’t wimp out on me, dude!”

Ahead of us, a woman with a gun had emerged from the van and was waving at us. “Hurry up! We’ll get you out of here!”

To my shock, I recognized her—Agent Traylor from the FBI. Bullets were now flying everywhere, and just as we reached her, she crumpled and went down. Without really thinking about it, I leaned down, picked her up, and tossed her onto the floor of the van in a single motion. Then I shoved Giancarlo inside and climbed in after him.

“Go! Go!” The guy sitting next to the driver said to him, and the van took off, wheels screaming. I slammed the door shut the moment we turned left onto a slightly bigger road. “How is she?” He then asked me.

The two men were youngish, dressed in badly fitting black suits, and very obviously American special forces. For one thing, they both had that lean, stringy look and military haircuts. For another, they both toted what looked to my untrained eye like Uzis.

I checked Ms. Traylor’s pulse, which was faint and fluttering, and then tried to find where she’d been shot. She had on a flak vest, but had been hit twice, once in the lower abdomen and once in the thigh. Both wounds were bleeding out, in spite of my attempts to stop them, and my blue hands were now turning bright red with her blood.

“Can’t we tear strips from your dress?” Giancarlo asked me.

I shook my head. “That’s not a dress,” I hissed back at him. “That’s me!”

Traylor mumbled something I couldn’t quite catch, then her pulse became too weak to detect.

“Then can you contain her tightly as you did me? To form a tourniquet?”

“Good idea.” Duh, I should have had it myself a lot sooner. Though I doubt it would have helped much. When I flowed myself over her face-to-face and skintight, I found a third bullet wound that had entered her head from an angle. I tried giving her CPR and the kiss of life—and believe me, doing that the way we were now physically arranged was beyond weird—but she was totally DOA.

“She’s gone,” I told the guys in the front seat after I’d given up.

I guess I should have felt a lot worse about that, except that she was basically planning to do to us exactly what the French had done to Giancarlo. You know, capture us and then stash us away in a lab. I mean, come on; the FBI and the CIA hadn’t been stalking me in order to give me a tax refund…

“Shit!” Said the one in the passenger seat and got on his cell phone. He spoke into it in some kind of military code. The driver worked the GPS; he was going about eighty along a quiet tree-lined rural road that suddenly became part of a cloverleaf onto a major highway. Instead of taking the highway, we roared across an overpass that ended with another curve of the cloverleaf, finally spinning us off onto a rutted gravel drive that lay straight across farmland toward a village-sized stand of tall green trees. Rows of wheat rose to one side; the other lay yellow and fallow. We could have been in Kansas, except everything was slightly in miniature.

Giancarlo tugged at me. “Why do you still stare at her?”

“I’m memorizing her.” I reassembled my face, under its coat of paint, into hers. Then I reached inside her jacket and removed her iPhone, her wallet, and her passport, which I slid into my jacket/body pocket beside the iPod. Her iPhone started vibrating right away, which felt like, well, I won’t go into that, given the circumstances.

We reached the copse of green, which turned out to be an almost medieval-looking village clustered around a single big farm, then turned left onto a surfaced road. Obviously, the plan was to stick to country roads. The thumping of a helicopter overhead showed the French had guessed the plan in no time—and took our abduction pretty seriously.

“You guys aren’t FBI.” I tried. “You must be CIA.”

“Can’t say,” the second guy said. The driver still hadn’t spoken a word.

“Well, I hope you have something to say when they catch us. Because we aren’t going to get very far. And I’ve heard French jails really suck.”

By now, we’d crossed another intersection and were zooming through a village called Saclay. A couple of police cars had picked up our tail and were keeping pace with us about a hundred yards behind, their blue sirens flashing and bleeping, while the helicopter crisscrossed overhead. I felt like O.J. I seriously hoped these guys had a plan.

It seemed to consist of hugging the side road along the N118, which looked pretty much like I65 between Louisville and Cincinnati, except with occasional rows of houses nearby that were the twins of Orlov’s. We were approaching a small forest when we saw a roadblock up ahead. Great. I get through twenty-five years of life without ever seeing a single one of them; now I’m running into them every day, like Bonnie and Clyde.

Right then, a rifle cracked, three or four shots. Though it was hard to tell which were echoes. The effect on the van was immediate; first it skidded right, then left, then came shrieking to a stop on its wheel rims.

I grabbed the collar of the driver before he’d had time to open his door. “You know how to shoot a gas tank so it blows up?”

He nodded frantically. “Sure. You use tracer rounds. Why?”

“I want this van to blow up. We don’t want to leave her body behind. Don’t worry about us—shoot the tank out when you get to the trees.”

The two special ops guys glanced at each other, then the second one said, “Okay.” And then they were gone, weaving across the road.

“What are you doing?” Giancarlo asked me. “Shouldn’t we follow them?”

“No.” I grasped his hand tightly. “It’s the only way to get the paint off us: to burn it.” There was a gunshot, and the van gave a shudder. Then the second shot, I guess the tracer, hit, followed by a muffled whoomp! “Hold on. This is going to hurt.”

And it did. A lot. Ever been burned alive? The sensation is impossible to describe, like having every single nerve in your body torn apart by tiny fire ants. We knew what to expect; we knew it couldn’t really hurt us and that it was no more real than a video game, but the next ten or fifteen minutes were spent screaming and screaming. And spasming and convulsing. I used to secretly sneer at all those stories in Sunday school about Amish and Mennonite martyrs who got burned at the stake—the Amish even have a special holy book of them called The Martyrs Mirror—but I made a mental note never to make fun of them again…

The only thing I could think about the whole time was not letting go of Giancarlo’s hand. We’d come too far to find each other to ever let go again.

And somehow we both held on…

Meanwhile, some French cops showed up and were ringing the van. One of them had managed to get the side door open, but they must have been waiting for the first of the fire trucks to arrive before they tried to dowse the flames. Mostly it was upholstery and Agent Traylor still burning. As the first of the fire engines drove up, I gave Giancarlo’s hand a hard tug.

“Come on—let’s flake!”

We were still smoldering like smudge flares when we jumped out of the van; I guess the only reason we weren’t spotted was that there was dark oily smoke swirling everywhere and a lot of confusion among the guys in uniform. The first person we passed was a regular gendarme, bent over and puking, most likely from the smell of Agent Traylor roasting. Over near the woods, our two CIA operatives knelt with their arms cuffed behind their backs. If they hadn’t been so heavily guarded, I might have tried to rescue them. But I really wanted the French authorities to be unsure whether or not we’d walked away. So, we kept to the lee of the wind and hoped nobody would spot two smoky ghost-like figures.

Someone must have, because I heard shouts behind us and told Giancarlo to run for it. As fast as he could. We made a break for the trees, stumbling through the deep woods and tripping over underbrush until we came to an asphalted path marked “Bois Brûlés Sport”. Bois brûlés means “burning woods” in French.

“Cool,” I said, “they named the forest after us.” How romantic, I thought, keeping that last to myself.

“You have given up smoking,” Giancarlo said, and I tried to decide whether he was making his first joke in English. There seemed to be no sign of pursuit, and he wasn’t visible now, either, so we slowed our pace to a brisk walk, even though like a million sirens bawled through the woods.

“It feels just like before, when we were in Italy.” I squeezed his hand. And, you know, sort of bumped against him accidentally on purpose.

“Yes, it’s very nice to ‘see’ you again, too, Mira,” said Giancarlo politely.

Sigh.

My best friend in high school, Reba’s, parents used to breed horses, dogs, and pretty much anything else that had four legs and could be sold for cash money, even ferrets. So, Reba had to spend a lot of her weekends with them driving to other states to take one of their animals to ‘stud’. Mostly they stayed at farms, but in the case of dogs, they often rented motel rooms. You know, just for the dogs to mate in. She said the hardest breed of dogs to get to mate were collies; they were finicky and highly strung and had really bad vision, so, her mom and dad had to try everything—including special pheromone sprays and (ewww) putting on rubber dishwashing gloves and, you know, helping nature along.

It occurred to me that I might have to resort to doing that with Giancarlo. He was definitely turning out to be a collie.

Or maybe he still missed Ingeborg.


Chapter Twenty-one

“That was a very… intense experience,” Giancarlo said after a while. “First being inside you like that. Then the fire. I see you have become transformed, just like Peter.”

“Yes,” I said. “The secret is in the music. I brought it with me.”

“What music?”

“The music you gave him to listen to. You know, the Wagner. The Ring Cycle—Der Ring des Nibelungen!”

I felt Giancarlo come to a sudden stop. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“He said you lent him an iPod with Wagner on it? And Prokofiev and some other stuff? It has a little Hello Kitty sticker on it.” I produced it from my innards and waved it at him as it took visible shape in the air. I hoped it had survived all its shaking and baking.

“Ohhh,” he said, and started laughing. “That’s not my iPod—it’s Inge’s. She likes classical, not me. I prefer more modern music like electro and R&B. I had to bring in the soundtrack for the film, you see. The Zombies of CERN. That is a low-budget film that some of us employees made, where an accident at the LHC turns us all into flesh-eating zombies. Very silly stuff; such a thing could never happen, of course.”

“Except it sort of did.”

“We aren’t zombies! Neither of us has any desire to eat human flesh, Mira. Unless that is part of your transformation that I don’t know about.”

“No.”

“Well, I had promised to contribute the McLaughlan music for the soundtrack. I must have put it on Inge’s iPod by mistake. Then… somehow… I don’t know. I remember transferring it into the same folder as the program I wrote for the particle firing sequence. For a joke to play in the Control Center.”

“I think you must have used the Wagner by mistake. And I think Orlov must have somehow mixed up the code.” And I explained to him what I’d learned about the Ring Cycle; that Wagner had intended the entire musical sequence to be code that would program his listeners to acceptance of a kind of fusion with the Norse gods.

“A ‘God Code?’” Giancarlo laughed at me. “This sounds like the titles of books I would always see at the Barnes & Nobles at Princeton.”

So I walked him through what had happened to me after I sank back in that chair in Orlov’s and closed my eyes. The prelude to the first opera has always been seen as a musical representation of the origin of the world (I’d Googled it) with the darkness of the earth giving birth to water and water in turn giving birth to life. And you know what? It kind of worked. When I first heard it, the opening notes of Das Rheingold seemed to organically rise up from somewhere deep inside me. Very slowly and gradually, I began to experience the vibrations of the deep, sustained bass tones rearranging my brain cells into new patterns, before the eruption of the first horn sequence filled my entire consciousness with light. This had gone on for sixteen hours, like an ecstatic religious experience, the various voices and musical leitmotifs essentially reprogramming me into a member of Orlov’s ‘New Race.’

A Rhine Goddess.

Though I hadn’t exactly shown off my divine superpowers at the Solid Physics Lab. Aside from the Mop ‘n’ Glowing, that is.

“I definitely could have used a set of wings back there,” I told Giancarlo.

“And you say Peter can do this, can grow wings and fly?”

“Yes. And so will you, once we get you back to the hotel and you have time to listen to the iPod.” To Inge’s iPod; how was that for irony? “Besides, if we don’t, you’ll start getting weaker and weaker through atomic decay and eventually die. I was on the verge of that when I was at Orlov’s.”

By now we’d walked clear through the forest and come out near a rec center at the edge of a town. A few kids were playing a listless game of soccer, pausing every few minutes to check their smartphones. “Igny,” read the sign at the bus stop in the driveway; this came as a big relief, because I remembered it was also the name of the last RER station before I’d gotten off at Orsay.

“If we keep walking toward the town center, we should be able to hop a train back to Paris,” I said.

“What are you talking about, ‘eventually die’? I haven’t had any symptoms of pain or weakness. Not natural ones from my altered physical state. But you say you did? Tell me, Mira, were you exposed to any chemicals during this time? Household chemicals, perhaps? Specifically, DMP? Dimethyl phthalate—or hydroxylpropyl-cyclodextrins?”

Damn! I knew I should have taken more chem courses.

“What about room air fresheners?” Orlov had a packet of Glades at his town house, which I had used to drown the stink. I told Giancarlo about it.

“Yes, that is what we were working on at the lab! We were experimenting with phthalates carrying concentrations as high as 9300ppm of DEP, 120 ppm of DBP, and 115 ppm of DMP. I suppose your Glade—”

Now it was my turn to stop him.

“When you say ‘experimenting’, you mean they were using you as a guinea pig, Giancarlo!” I said indignantly while he tried to shush me. He was afraid we’d be overheard in the street. “They were soaking you in that stuff in those tanks—I saw them! They would have killed you!”

“Yes, it made me feel very ill, but it couldn’t kill me. It just induces a kind of coma or suspended animation. They were desperate to stop Orlov, Mira. And now so am I! I have seen the news reports. He is mentally ill. He may hurt or kill many, many people. Now that I am gone from there, you and I will have to stop him ourselves.”

“I agree he’s crazy,” I said. “And I agree we have to stop him from killing any more people. But, at least, he wants to share our powers with everybody in the world. And none of the governments involved want that. They just want to stick us in labs and torture us like rats.”

After a few minutes, he said, “Perhaps you are right. We must promise each other to do a better job than either of them.”

“There’s just one thing I don’t understand,” I whispered in his ear, or at least where I thought his ear should be, once we had snuck aboard a train and were on our way back to Paris. “If you were so willing to stay in the lab and help them, why did you come away with me?”

“But I was never ‘willing’, as you put it! I was not a volunteer.” He lowered his voice. “They told me that if I did not allow them to experiment on me, then they would… experiment on you, Mira…”

Which was pretty much the most amazing thing anyone had ever done for me in my whole life. Although, knowing Giancarlo, he’d probably have done the same thing for anyone he knew. But still…

I didn’t rematerialize, as I’d come to think of it, until we were in the elevator at the Hotel Meurice going up to Agent Traylor’s hotel room. Denise LeeAnne Traylor, according to her FBI ID badge and Virginia state driver’s license. I turned to look in the mirror as I made myself visible, and saw I’d gotten her likeness pretty closely. I was still too tall and still way too busty, but I figured that trying to fit into her clothes would help with that.

“We will stay here?” Giancarlo asked, as soon as I’d closed the door. “It’s safe?”

I shrugged. “As long as I can fool people into thinking I’m Traylor, I guess. You need someplace you can crash for sixteen hours. And, maybe, in the meantime, I can learn more about how come they knew about us in advance—why every freaking police force in the world seems to have blue spray paint handy. And how the FBI and the CIA managed to track me out to Orsay.”

“I don’t want us to be separated again,” he said, sounding kind of mopey. He was still holding my hand.

“Look, Giancarlo, I promise I won’t abandon you. Didn’t I come all this way just to rescue you? But we have to act as a team and totally trust each other, right? And as soon as you plug in and listen to the Wagner, you’ll be just like me: able to take your old shape again. You won’t feel so ghostly and isolated and alone then.”

“But you haven’t taken your old shape,” he said, as I started clearing the stacks of Traylor’s clothes off the bed; for the first time, it hit me that the poor woman was actually dead. I hadn’t killed her, but I had caused her body to be burned up so that I’d have an extra day or two to impersonate her. That was pretty cold-blooded of me—maybe I was in danger of turning into another Orlov. Somewhere, Agent Traylor would have family, maybe a husband or boyfriend—or girlfriend—anxiously waiting to hear from her.

People who would never hear her voice again.

“What about the iPod? Did you look for a tracking chip inside it?”

“Huh? IPods aren’t phones—they don’t have SIM chips.”

“No, but as long as they are charged, they have chips that can be traced. Have you connected it to the WiFi? Or they might have planted a tracker inside it before you even came to Orlov’s.”

That last seemed incredibly devious to me, considering the various spy agencies had absolutely no idea about the transformation process—or that music was involved—but it hadn’t even occurred to me the iPod’s wireless chip might be trackable on its own. However, it apparently had WiFi, one of only two models that did.

Which probably explained how they’d been following me around all this time. Duh.

Too late now, though, to do anything about that. I’d just have to bluff it through. I called down to service de chambre and had a pasta salad and a bottle of Beaujolais sent up. Giancarlo offered me a glass, but I declined; I would always associate the taste of it with the smell of Glade from now on.

While he ate and the iPod recharged, I went in the bathroom and got dressed, making Denise Traylor look as sultry as I possibly could. Halfway through, her cell vibed for like the hundredth time. Charlie. The CIA guy I’d seen downstairs earlier in the day.

I answered it.

“Jesus, Traylor, where the f— have you been? The French caught the rest of our team! There was some kind of shootout, and the NSA claimed you were dead. What the hell just went down? Where are you?”

“I’m right here in my hotel room, Charlie. I caught a bit of a cold, so I stayed in bed.” I’d done my best to imitate her flat east-coast accent, but I figured I’d better pretend to have a cold in case I sounded too different.

“You what? You were supposed to be with my guys trailing the American girl down to the lab at Orsay!”

“I know, I know, but I got bumped at the last possible second. The Bureau sent over some blond bitch I’ve never seen before to take over in my place, so I’ve been in bed nursing my cold. I’m still a little achy, but I promise you I’m not dead, ha ha.”

“Meet me downstairs in half an hour,” he said, and hung up. Traylor still had thirty-two unanswered voicemails and several hundred unviewed text messages, I noticed.

“How do I look?” I asked Giancarlo when I popped back out. I thought I, well, she, actually looked pretty hot. All things considered. I’d found a pair of glasses in her stuff and had tried them on. They were so thick, I had to degrade my vision to match. I assumed she’d been wearing contacts when she died.

“Very nice. But I don’t like seeing you like this—like her. I don’t like to remember her death.”

“That reminds me.” I sat on the bed next to him and slipped the iPod under the pillow, so all that was visible of it were its earbuds. “Did you catch what she said—you know, right at the end?” It might be some kind of last message I could someday pass on to one of the people who’d just texted or phoned her.

“It sounded like… ‘need she?’” He said. I could see the indentations in the spread and pillow as he settled back in the bed and slipped the earbuds on. The thought of him lying naked next to me was… disorienting. I remembered all the noise Inge had made with her invisible lover and felt a stab of jealousy. Which I guess made my voice quaver just a little.

“‘Need she?’” I repeated.

“Yes.”

I was clearly wasting my time trying to vamp him in Traylor’s body, so I got up and headed for the door.

“Where are you going?” he asked, clearly sitting up, judging by the elbow indentations in the mattress.

“I have a date,” I told him. “Sort of.”


Chapter Twenty-two

Actually, that wasn’t supposed to happen for another fifteen minutes.

In the meantime, it might be really smart to retrieve Agent Traylor’s attaché case from the hotel safe and find out what else the FBI knew about supermen—and invisible women. And if any others like us already existed.

But Charlie was early. And waiting for me downstairs at the bar.

“We’re wanted at the Embassy,” he said brusquely. “Nobody there knows anything about you being turfed off the mission; they all thought you were dead until I told them the glad tidings.”

Crap! How could I get out of this? “I’m not wearing the right shoes.” That sounded lame, even to me.

“It’s only a couple blocks away. Come on, Traylor—get your magnificent rear in gear. We’ll have to wait and get drinks later, maybe go out to supper on the Agency’s expense account. In the meantime, Abed’s involved, which is bad news. That means we’ll have Langley, and POTUS, most likely, breathing down our necks.”

I didn’t have a clue who ‘Abed’ was, but didn’t dare ask and expose my ignorance. It was going to be tough enough trying to act and talk like a hardboiled FBI agent as it was; basically, all I had to go on was old NCIS reruns. My first dorm roommate had watched them religiously. Literally; nonstop marathons every Sunday.

The American Embassy really was just four blocks away. I had to wear my, I mean Traylor’s, FBI photo-ID to get in past the metal detectors and into the high-security area in the basement. There were fourteen or fifteen men and a couple women waiting for us in a room that looked a little like the ATLAS Control Center; a desk console with a row of computers running a pair of big flat screen panels mounted against one wall. The only difference was the big American State Department seal on the one across from it.

Uma Abed turned out to be the Chargé d’Affaires, which is like second in importance only to the ambassador. But I guess she really ran things. She was a real piece of work, kind of like the senior college deans and admins you run into sometimes, a mean girl made good. She asked a lot of meaningless questions and name-dropped a lot about the President and the Secretary of State. The real go-to person seemed to be the guy immediately under the Defense Attaché, who was an old Army stiff, the Director of the Office of Defense Cooperation. His name was Colonel Warren Bankston. There were also a bunch of CIA folks there, whom Traylor had already been introduced to, so I just looked somber and nodded knowingly while Charlie, whose last name was Paulsen, trotted me out to everyone else.

There were several conference tables in front of the computer console; the important people sat, and the rest of us stood and watched satellite photos from that afternoon being magnified on the flat screens to the point where you could see the van pulling in front of Bâtiment 800 as sharply as I could see Charlie Paulsen’s shoe tassels.

Problem was, everybody could plainly see the woman getting out of the van, though mercifully, from nearly directly overhead. There was a sort of buzz in the room, and several people turned to stare at me. I was grateful I still wore those thick glasses.

“I thought you said your fellow-agent was a blonde,” said Paulsen to me, loudly and accusingly. So, now I knew something about him. I knew he’d sell me out at the drop of a hat.

“Um”—and then miraculously, the sun glinted on top of Traylor’s head in the next photo. “Well, she streaked it.” At least I’d changed the color of my skirt to plum so I wasn’t wearing the same black suit as the woman they were watching in the video.

“I think I liked you Feebies better in the old days,” said the Defense Attaché, easily the oldest guy in the room. “When you all looked alike.” Like men, he meant.

“You sure J. Edgar never frosted his tips?” Said someone else, and that got a general laugh.

“What was her name?” Asked Colonel Bankston, the real guy in charge, I assume. “The American who died in the van?” We were watching the first shots now. She sagged in super slow motion, then responded to the next hit and crumpled as the two blue blurs—me and Giancarlo—came into the picture. It was eerie watching it unfold like this, frame by frame, like an accusing God’s-eye view.

“Um…” I said, and came up with the first name that popped into my head. “Special Agent Sciuto. First name Abigail, I think.” Great. I’d just named her after one of the characters on NCIS; how long was anybody going to fall for that?

“Get back to the Bureau for her dental work and DNA,” snapped Uma Abed, the Chargé d’Affaires, at no one in particular.

“We’ve already asked the French for them. They aren’t cooperating on forensics.”

“They aren’t allowing us access to our two detained operatives, either,” said Paulsen.

“That will be taken up at the very highest levels,” said the Chargé d’Affaires. A silence fell.

Up on the screen, the tiny blue Giancarlo and I were hauling the dying Agent Traylor into the van, and it was speeding off. Which meant it was in the frame in one shot and vanished the next. The camera back-zoomed, and there was a mosaic of shots of the roads and countryside around Orsay.

“The blue men are our Subjects Alpha and Beta, HOSP?” asked Colonel Bankston. Hey, I wanted to say; what do you mean, blue men? One of us is quite evidently a woman, thank you.

“Beta and Gamma, I think,” said Paulsen. I guess I got to be the Gamma. “But I’ll let Agent Traylor take over now—she’s the expert on the subject.”

I realized suddenly that HOSP must mean ‘Head of Station, Paris’. Which meant that Charlie Paulsen might be somebody pretty high up at the CIA. Because not just anybody would get the Paris post, right? It would probably be a real top prize. He would have his own offices here in the secure part of the Embassy—and from the way most of the CIA crowd kissed his ass, he was probably their boss.

While one screen continued to track the van from high above, the other switched to a pic of Orlov—Subject Alpha. I cleared my throat a few times and tried to remember everything I’d read in his FBI file. I had an eidetic memory when I was younger; you know, photographic. I’d have never gotten into a PhD. program in Physics otherwise. But I admit it had been a little leaky ever since I landed in Switzerland. I had thought it was the altitude, but deep down, I knew it was just my infatuation with a certain person whose face was now up on the screen next to the Orlov’s.

“Um, okay,” I said, “the guy on the left—Subject Alpha—is Dr. Peter, formerly Pyotr, Vladimirovich Orlov. Age forty-seven. Russian national.” Blah blah blah. Subject Beta, Giancarlo, went much faster, because he was way younger and had a much shorter CV. His middle name turned out to be Friederich, by the way, which still struck me as kind of adorable. But I managed not to mention that in my briefing.

Then it was my turn to talk about, well, me. “Miriam Rebecca Verborgen. Age twenty-five. U.S. national.” This went even quicker. There just wasn’t that much to tell, even if I padded it out a little.

“You say she’s a Conservative Mennonite?” Somebody asked me incredulously.

“No, I said that growing up, she was a member of the Mount Zion Conservative Mennonite Congregation in Leitchfield, Kentucky.” Actually, that was a compromise choice of Mom and Dad’s; I personally preferred the Amish services at my cousins’ church in Berlin, Ohio. But giving up a PhD. in Physics—and now an actual cute physicist, Giancarlo—for religious reasons was totally out of the question. Although it was always kind of my fallback retirement plan if everything else in my life didn’t work out. “Conservative is a misnomer, though; most Mennos are pretty liberal these days. Like Matt Groening.” Everybody in the room stared at me in incomprehension. “You know—The Simpsons?” Hello? Trust me, it was a tough room.

“In your opinion, did Beta and Gamma die in the crash, or did they get away? If so, are they likely to reunite with Subject Alpha at the CERN situation?” That was the colonel.

“To be honest, I think they may have died in the crash,” I lied through my teeth. “The Bureau has sources at the um, Solid Physics Lab there, and what they’ve indicated to me is that the French government was working on a top secret antidote to the subjects’ invisibility. Apparently, one of the drawbacks to the chemical compound they developed is its extreme volatility. It’s totally flammable. I surmise that’s what the goopy blue stuff was and that they both went up in flames. Maybe, that’s why the French aren’t speaking to us about it. They might just be super-embarrassed.”

“Embarrassed?” said Uma Abed.

“You know, because they murdered an American citizen? Maybe even two.”

“Oh, right.” She didn’t sound very upset about it, so I guess she figured why would the French be.

There then followed a long debate about whether or not Giancarlo and I were immune to fire like Peter Orlov, and the screen was switched to the latest video feeds at CERN. From the air, it looked like Orlov, who was now turning all colors of the rainbow, like a humongous oily bubble, was expanding even farther into the town. Finally, I pointed out there wasn’t a shred of proof that Beta or Gamma were anything at all like Alpha; they hadn’t even been able to become visible. Nobody had actually seen them since the accident, and all we had were press leaks from the French and Swiss authorities to even suspect they’d survived the LHC accident in the first place. We thought the two blue men in the photos were them, but we didn’t know for sure.

Before we were in a position to go through official channels to demand the repatriation of Subject Gamma, so that we could study her ourselves, I said, the Bureau felt we needed more solid evidence of her continued existence in the first place.

“You were very, very impressive in there, Denise,” Charlie Paulsen said to me about an hour later in the restaurant. Now I knew he was trying to get into my pants.

“Yeah, right. I sounded like I was drunk. It’s this cold medicine I’ve been taking.”

“I have just the remedy for that. Ever had Pernod?” I hadn’t. Turned out it tasted pretty much like licorice-flavored cough syrup. It also turned out that where he’d taken me—back to Le Meurice—was the most expensive restaurant in Paris. The main dining room looked just like Versailles. He was definitely trying. It hadn’t escaped my notice that he was now calling me ‘Denise,’ either.

“Are you feeling all right?” he asked me suddenly. “You’re perspiring heavily—I noticed it in the situation room. Are you running a fever?”

Uh oh. I’d noticed the waxy, slightly melting look on Orlov’s face, too, that night we were on the road together. Like his body was straining with the effort to maintain human form.

“No, I’m okay.” I willed my flesh back to dry firmness. Duh. I should’ve just said I was feeling sick and gone upstairs. But Paulsen was really pressing me hard.

“Seriously, you showed me a side of you I hadn’t seen before. When I first met you the other day, I thought you were the typical Feeb career woman; you know, tight-assed, brittle, obsessed with protocol. I didn’t even find you particularly pretty. But now, I can’t take my eyes off you. You were a completely different woman in there—you showed me a girlish, funny side I hadn’t seen before. You’re amazing.”

Did I mention he was trying? Very, very hard. He was turning it all on now: the roguish smiles, the flirty glances, the attempts to touch my hand from across the starched white tablecloth. Playing the devilish older man mentoring the brilliant, ambitious young woman. Actually, he really wasn’t bad-looking, but in the too-bright chandelier light, he looked even older than he had outside. It wasn’t so much the lines in his face or the grey in his hair, it was his hands that looked old.

Giancarlo’s hands were the fourth thing I’d noticed about him when we met, after his beautiful, gentle brown eyes, his thick hair, and his smile. Giancarlo’s hands didn’t look like a physics nerd’s at all; they were pale and sensitive, but large for his size and strong, like he worked outdoors a lot. Even invisible, I’d loved his hands; mine had felt very safe and, you know, connected nestled inside his.

“Tell me, Denise, was this the first time the Bureau’s pulled this trick on you, superseding your authority like that by inserting another agent into the operation?” I nodded truthfully. “It was disrespectful. You deserve better. You know, if you can bring some kind of intelligence coup to this case,” (he meant if I would steal FBI files for him) “I can make a very strong case for hiring you on at the Agency. More money, better title. I could even pull some strings and have you assigned under me right here in Paris…”

I just bet you could. His sudden smitten act didn’t fool me, either. I couldn’t trust this guy any farther than I could throw him. He was eene klapperslange, as the Amish say: a rattlesnake.

Later, after a few more “nightcaps” at the bar, he did his best imitation of a cobra in the elevator. So, I felt kind of exhausted from fending him off by the time I slammed my hotel room shut and leaned hard against it. It was all psychological, you understand; I know he couldn’t hurt me or force me to do anything I didn’t want to do. I was potentially a million times stronger than he was. It was just the sheer social pressure of his animal need for a woman that left me weak and worn out for a minute.

Which was kind of funny, when you thought about it. Since I wasn’t exactly a normal woman any more.

But I had my needs, too, and the biggest of them still lay in my bed listening to the Ring Cycle. It was midnight now, according to the bedside clock; he’d gone under the earbuds a little over six hours ago. So… ten more hours to go. Ten more hours where I had to hold the world at bay.

He had become faintly visible. The same oily rainbow sheen that I’d seen in the news footage of Orlov played over Giancarlo’s body now. As signs of ongoing molecular transformation went, this was pretty to watch. I’d probably done the same thing back in Switzerland when I was listening to the headphones.

Which was when it occurred to me, with a chill of fear, that it might also mean that Orlov was doing the same thing right now in Switzerland. Transforming and mutating even further—in ways I couldn’t even begin to guess at…


Chapter Twenty-three

What I wanted to do was use Agent Traylor’s cell phone to call my parents, whom I still hadn’t spoken to since the restroom in Italy. But I was afraid I’d be tracked and overheard and so have my cover blown before mid-morning. The oil bubble that was Giancarlo wasn’t firming up very fast that I could see.

So, I gave Charlie a half-hour’s head start to have gone away and then went downstairs and retrieved Traylor’s attaché case from the night desk. When I got back, I discovered that it contained a few more physical files, none of any interest to me, along with her FBI laptop, a rugged Panasonic.

Which was of interest. Quite a lot, in fact. It booted right up for me, but then wanted a password. I tried a few of the usual ones—“password”, “1234,” Traylor’s birthday in numbers off her driver’s license, her American Express card security code, etc.—but nothing worked. Big surprise. So, having nothing else to do, I looked through the paper files again. Most were obviously ‘homework’ she’d brought along; you know, descriptions of cases of weapons running and tobacco smuggling, along with a whole bunch of what NCIS used to call ‘perp jackets.’ They all had a little logo with ‘Nietzsche Project’ on it. And… to my absolute astonishment, each file contained information about other, for lack of a better word, superheroes. I skimmed them, noting something about a woman who could freeze time and someone else who absorbed electricity.

The revelation that the government has known about people like us—well, not exactly like us since these others all seem quite tame by comparison—for years makes my head spin.

“Need she”… Traylor’s last words. The sheet consisted of a list of names, most with addresses. Some had telephone numbers next to them. Some didn’t. Some just had question marks. Someone scrawled on the bottom: ‘Unbelievable. The blue crap works. Guess lunch is on me after all.’

I blinked. Honestly, I had been wondering in the back of my mind where they came up with the blue paint. We barely understood what happened to us and already, the government had stuff that shuts us down? Seeing evidence that other supers existed on top of whatever three-letter-agency Traylor had really worked for being prepared to ‘deal’ with us left me feeling like the guy from Men In Black when he learned that aliens had been around for decades without anyone knowing.

Well, it made a kind of sense. Nietzsche. He was the first guy who wrote about the concept of a superman, right? Übermensch or something—wasn’t that what he’d called it in German? If you were tracking a bunch of people with unusual powers or abilities, wouldn’t that be the kind of obvious name you’d give your list? If you were an FBI agent, I mean. Maybe Traylor had printed it out to give or trade to somebody; Paulsen or some other agency bigwig. Or the French. If so, it might mean there was a lot more on file inside her computer. Which I couldn’t get into. Just on the off chance I was right, I memorized the list twice, then made my fingertip into a tiny Phillips head screwdriver and removed the hard drive.

Often the OS on a computer is passworded, but the drive itself isn’t and can easily be opened as an external. I stuck it in my pocket; things were getting crowded in there.

Things got a lot more crowded about 2:40 A.M. There was a sudden knock on the door. I’d just taken a long, luxurious shower—sans soap, of course—and was wearing a bathrobe and, for nostalgia’s sake, a towel wrapped up like a turban on my head. Which I totally didn’t need, since my hair was water-repellent. Room service? I’d hung the ‘do not disturb’ sign on the doorknob.

I looked through the keyhole at not room service, but Charlie Paulsen. Who else? Damn! He’d somehow found me out already—otherwise, why would he be here? The only question was why he hadn’t brought a SWAT team, too. Maybe he figured he’d try talking me out first.

Or, maybe, he actually thought that showing up like this in the middle of the night would get him an invitation to bed. Ha; he’d certainly be in for a surprise if it did. I cracked the door and peered out.

“I just got a reply from Quantico,” he said. “They’ve never heard of an Agent Sciuto.”

“Maybe it was Prosciutto. I was feeling really crappy at the time.”

“Come on, Denise. You owe it to me to at least level with me. What the f—really happened in that van? I’ll cover your ass on this for now, but I need to know the truth. Something fishy is going on—and if I don’t, someone else a lot nastier will get to the bottom of it.”

I sighed. At least, he hadn’t told anybody else. Yet. And he still seemed to have absolutely no clue who I really was. “Okay,” I said. “You might as well come in.”

But what the hell was I going to do with him? I really and truly didn’t want to hurt the dude; what if I’d misjudged him and he actually did have some kind of feelings for me? Or for Denise Traylor, at least. He’d come here to warn me and to get an explanation, when he could have turned me in—you only did that for people you cared about, right? Or had the hots for, but that was probably the same thing to an old Romeo like him. Killing him was out of the question. But I needed ten more hours.

I opened the door, and he slipped inside. I closed and locked it after him. It took Charlie a moment to spot Giancarlo coalescing like a soap bubble in the bed, but I’ve got to hand it to him. When he did, he didn’t turn a carefully groomed hair, just said, “Ah. I see. Jesus, how stupid of me. I should have guessed right from the start. Is that Orlov or the other one, Colombo?”

He turned to look at me, and for a second I felt really sorry for him, as his eyes widened in shock. By now I’d grown a writhing mass of tentacles—a little like he had earlier in the elevator, hee hee—and wrapped one around his mouth and another around his arms and waist. But then, we just stood there for a minute while he squirmed and struggled and I tried to figure out just what the heck I was going to do with him now.

Obviously, I couldn’t let him go. And I certainly wasn’t going to kill him. Knocking him out like people always do on TV never works, according to Cracked.com; either you give them a bad concussion or they pretty much shake it off and stagger away. All I could figure out to do was to fish out the plastic police flexi-cuffs from Traylor’s suitcase with one of my tentacles and cuff Charlie’s wrists and ankles with them. Then I removed his keys and cell phone, which was vibing already. He opened his mouth to shout, but I put a sock in it—one of Traylor’s gym socks, actually—and tied its mate around his head to hold it in. Then I hogtied his cuffs together with her pantyhose and stuffed him into the closet in a kind of reverse fetal position.

But I figured that since he was in the CIA and everything, he probably knew all kinds of cool professional James Bond ways of slipping out, so I jammed the back of the armchair against the door and sat in it. We spent the rest of the night like that. Which meant I was totally immobilized, but there really wasn’t much of anywhere for me to go, was there? Not until Giancarlo woke up, anyway. The traffic noise from the street below had muted to the point where I could faintly make out the Wagner, so I just sat in my chair and stared at him lying in bed.

He was beautiful. Towards dawn, he began to turn a milky white, like one of the classical statues in the Louvre across the street (which I so swear I will go to see the next time I’m in Paris). He even had, and I hope you don’t mind me mentioning it, a sleep erection—a real boner—and it was hard for me to take my eyes off that, too, if I’m honest. It was perfect, like it had been carved out of the whitest alabaster.

But I couldn’t have him or it, so I hated on Ingeborg for a while. I mean, here she had the love of this amazing guy; not just brilliant and kind and thoughtful, but really super-good looking even at an awkward moment like this in the middle of a molecular metamorphosis, and yet she’d thrown it all away just because she couldn’t handle a little particle collision accident. And was too selfish and impatient to wait for things to get back to normal. Or accept him for what he had become. She would go through the rest of her life and never meet anybody a tenth as wonderful as he was.

Well, given half a chance, I sure wasn’t going to make that mistake! Problem was, he might never give me the chance. He hadn’t so far shown even the least indication he was interested. It was like a Doctor Who episode. That was sort of who Giancarlo had been reminding me of all along. If the new Doctor was Swiss. And totally hot instead of, you know, English.

Dawn rose, staining the room a pale pink. Traffic picked up again outside, and the sound of squealing brakes and shattering glass came from a car crash down in the street below like on a TV show. Have I mentioned French drivers? I thought about that some more: accepting somebody for what they’d become. Had my parents had to do that in their marriage? Probably over and over in a thousand little ways I’d never known about.

I missed them. Maybe it wouldn’t matter if I called them now, since my cover was blown, anyway. On the other hand, I didn’t want to do anything to disturb Giancarlo or disrupt his regeneration process. Besides, Mom and Dad would be asleep right now.

He woke up around ten. Stretched, yawned, noticed his hard on, then got embarrassed when he saw me staring and pulled the spread over himself as he half-sat up. He still looked a little pale, but otherwise pretty much his normal self—except he’d done what I had, sort of reverted to a younger, less definite mental image of himself. He looked like he was about seventeen and a little unformed.

“Come on.” I stood up. “Take a look at yourself in the bathroom mirror. Don’t be shy; we’re both going to have to get over that with each other.”

“I suppose you’re right,” he said. “You look different this morning.”

“Do I?” I said innocently. Since there was no point in me being Denise Traylor any more, I’d gone back to being Angie’s super-sexy little sister. I tried to make a joke of it. “Does my butt look too big in this body?”

He wrapped a sheet around himself and then stared at me very seriously. “You are too voluptuous now, yes. You will do nothing but draw attention to yourself.”

Great. Scratch any Swiss dude and you’ll find an old-fashioned fire-and-brimstone Hutterite lurking beneath.

When I finally got him in the bathroom, I told him, “I did the same thing myself—recreated myself too young, I mean. I guess it’s because our cell-memory relies on our self-image. Notice how pale you are? We seem to have a problem retaining pigment. I noticed that last night when I was out at supper; we get a kind of glazed, wet look if we’re not careful, trying to keep the outer layers of our epidermis looking human. Orlov over-compensates; that’s why he looks so bright pink.”

“Is this better?”

“Yeah, you could add a little more tan. And your features need a little sculpting, too, especially around the brows and nose. Right, like that. No, your eyebrows are darker, almost black. You know, Giancarlo, you’re actually way handsomer than you think. Especially your mouth.”

As you can maybe tell, things were potentially getting a little hot between us. Okay, way hot. Honestly? I was ready to let the situation at CERN go to pieces for another hour while I made Giancarlo forget all about Inge. But it was not to be.

“Thank you. What is that noise?” He meant the thumping coming from the closet. “Is there someone in the room?”

I sighed and tried to explain. Giancarlo seemed incredulous. “You mean you have another man here with us? Now?”

“Well, I didn’t know what else to do with him,” I said, feeling dumb and helpless. “Look, it was either this or kill him!”

“I’ll take care of it at once.” He strode out of the bathroom. Which was just as well, since Charlie had apparently slithered out of his bonds and was just pushing the armchair aside with the closet door when Giancarlo got there.

Poor Charlie. At his age, he was probably pretty stiff and sore from a night curled up backwards like that in the dark, and even though he tried some martial arts moves and karate chops and stuff like that in self-defense, he was dealing with a young and surprisingly pissed-off person with superpowers. Who, basically, just absorbed all his kicks and punches and then dragged him back into the closet.

After a while, the thumping and crashing around stopped, and Giancarlo re-emerged naked from the closet carrying Charlie’s clothes.

“What did you do with him?” I tried to sneak a look, but he closed the door firmly behind him.

“He is unharmed. Just tied up with pieces of the sheet, also gagged. Don’t worry, I left him his underclothes. You know, Mira,” he said in a slightly scolding tone. “You will need to be much more forcible with the men who pursue you in the future. There will probably be very many of them.”

“You really think so?”

“Yes,” he said. “Look at yourself in the mirror, you look like a movie star,” and disappeared into the bathroom. When he came out again, he was fully dressed—and by that time, so was I.

I’d also packed up Traylor’s traveling suitcase.

“Hey, you look pretty good in Charlie’s clothes. But nothing is ever going to make me love those tassels.”

“Yes, his shoes are very uncomfortable, and I have had to shrink myself to fit them. So what is your plan now?”

“We catch a plane to Geneva.” I handed him Charlie Paulsen’s wallet. “What do you think? Should the CIA pay for it? Or the FBI?”


Chapter Twenty-four

It takes just over an hour to fly from Paris to Geneva, so we got there about a quarter past noon.

Giancarlo had to work pretty hard at Roissy-Charles de Gaulle Airport to make himself look like Charlie Paulsen’s passport photo, but I was used to being Denise Traylor—and Giancarlo barely even seemed to notice the difference when I changed over. But the real reason I was sulking was a dumb one and took me a while to figure out. It was the first time we’d been together since the accident that we didn’t have to hold hands. I missed that connection with him.

The first thing we did after we landed at Cointrin was rent a storage locker, where we dumped all our clothing (after visiting the restrooms and disrobing) so we could disappear again. Which meant more hand-holding, yay. And yeah, okay; I get that you think I’m totally insanely psycho and needy and clingy for wanting any guy that much that fast. Without actually just jumping him and getting it over with, I mean. But the answer to why I didn’t is simple: if you have to wonder why not, then you’ve obviously never been hopelessly in love.

Yes, love. Don’t laugh.

Anyway, I was terrified of making a fool of myself in his eyes, and also… I just wasn’t that sort of person. The casual hook-up kind, I mean.

Because it wasn’t like I could just get drunk and let myself go with him and then move on to another guy if things didn’t work out, like most of the girls I knew did in college. It was like that old song that Matthew sang to Lady Mary on Downton Abbey; you know, “If you were the only girl in the world, and I were the only boy.” Because, we actually sort of were. The only boy and girl in the world, I mean. In a way. He and I were like the only two members of a brand new species (notice I wasn’t counting Orlov, the evil serpent in our Garden of Eden), so everything had to be perfect between us from the get-go. There was nobody else to move on to.

So I couldn’t afford to screw things up. For this to work out, I wanted him to want me as much as I wanted him. Preferably even more…

Anyhow, it was just as well the two of us went commando again the minute we got there, because the place was already swarming with military and police—and practically the moment we closed our storage locker, a bunch more showed up and conducted a lockdown security sweep. Somebody must have finally found poor Charlie in the closet. Or more likely, he’d escaped again.

They couldn’t have tracked us through the iPod, though, because I’d destroyed it before we left the hotel room.

“How do you think to do that?” Giancarlo asked me at the time.

“Stomach acid. And no, you can’t watch me do it.” When I was done, I flushed its remains down the toilet. I privately intended to treat any other of Ingeborg’s possessions I came across in pretty much the same way.

All Giancarlo said when I was finished was, “You are a very inventive person, Mira.” Believe me, he had no idea.

But now, as we set out the back way from the airport, across the runways nestled right against the French border and then a farmer’s green fields, I needed to become a lot more inventive. Because Orlov was already visible in the distance over the tops of roofs and trees. His soap-bubble surface had changed; the dome now looked exactly like the top of the Death Star in Star Wars.

My cabbie had been a prophet.

You feel under a lot of pressure at a moment like that; you know, when it’s pretty much up to the two of you to defeat an arch-supervillain and save the world. So naturally, we began to bicker.

“I question your proposition that Orlov, and by extension, we, can continue to expand in size indefinitely,” Giancarlo said. “He’s bounded by his atomic number and density, not to mention molecular size.”

“Not necessarily. He could be using estrogen to simulate the effect of synthetic stilbenes stretching molecular bonds and even altering the size of their atoms.”

“If that were the case, though, you could easily engulf him, because of the three of us, you secrete the most estrogen.”

Giancarlo’s constant reasonableness was irritating. So was the fact that neither of us knew enough biochem to do much of anything except just flail around in the dark. “Well, maybe he’s going through the male menopause! Or drinking a lot of soy milk—I don’t know!” Besides, I didn’t want to engulf Orlov. Even thinking about it was icky.

Even the word was a little creepy.

The glinting dark dome, rising up against the hazy backdrop of the blue-grey Jura mountains, became more and more visible as we made our way through dusty fields full of stubble, surrounded by a sea of bright yellow flax.

“From here, he looks metallic to me,” said Giancarlo. His vision was much sharper than mine, so I telescoped my irises to zoom closer in. “And I think I can see extrusions coming out of the sides of him—like a Meccano set. His body doesn’t naturally contain that much metal.”

Magnified, the resemblance to Meccano toy arms was even greater. A number of crude silvery-metal struts stuck out of the Gavro-dome’s midsection. These were hinged like the arms of Caterpillar construction bulldozers and ended in similar metal-toothed claws. He appeared to be using them to smash apart neighboring buildings.

“I was right! Look, Mira—see those excavation blades? Building debris goes into them, but it doesn’t come out. He’s using them as mouths to devour the buildings he has torn down and using their molecules to construct the steel armor on his surface.”

Giancarlo was right; what I’d taken for cabling running along the articulated arms was actually digestive tubes. Orlov was a lot smarter and more devious than I’d thought.

When we got nearer, it became evident why. The French military had moved a bunch of tanker trucks near the CERN site and were spraying him with the bright blue Super-Glade from Orsay, trying to make him sick and eventually paralyze him. A camo-painted helicopter came thumping up next to dump a load of the stuff on the armored top of the dome, like the chemicals they use to dose forest fires with. But before it could, Orlov sent out a long Meccano arm to swat it out of the sky; its rotors jammed, and the chopper spun screaming out of the air to land on a pair of fire trucks. After an instant, all three blossomed into bright flame.

“We must hurry,” said Giancarlo. “I think it can only be us who will stop him.”

“It would be better if we flew. Maybe we can do a better job than the helicopters. But we can’t spill any of that goop on us—what do the French call it?”

“At the lab? ‘Le krypto’,” said Giancarlo. “But its true name is CYCLOP Bleu—Cyclo-hydroxyprop-bleu—7000. I cannot stand the smell or taste of it any longer. Just to think of going near it again makes me feel sick.” His voice actually trembled.

I stroked his invisible arm comfortingly. “I’m not crazy about doing it myself, Giancarlo. But I have to try. You understand why.”

“No, no, I’ll go with you. We must always stay together, whatever may happen.” My heart gave a big dumb leap (figuratively speaking) when he said this, but of course, I knew what he really meant. We were allies. Comrades. Pals forever.

“We’ll need to turn visible in order to try to grow wings and fly. Orlov’s already done this, but I haven’t. I doubt I can figure out the aerodynamics of it and then navigate without visual body reference.”

We could still be spotted from the road, so it felt a little weird to suddenly pop up naked like that in the middle of a field. And even weirder when Giancarlo did, too, and we first laid eyes on each other again. It was sort of like being Adam and Eve—if Eden had an airport and lots of roads and suburban subdivisions and a Large Hadron Collider.

And a crazed writhing black bio-dome gone rogue in the background.

I guess I must have looked a little shy when I noticed him checking me out, because he smiled and said, “Don’t worry, Mira—anyone who sees us will think we are German tourists. They like to come to Switzerland and hike about in the nude. And yodel.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes, but mostly up in the mountains.”

I began, tentatively at first, to extend my arms and fingers the way Orlov had done, while stretching skin flap tissue from them. This felt strange enough, but I also felt pretty embarrassed doing it naked under Giancarlo’s gaze.

“Don’t stop!” he said. “Your wingspan should be at least three times your height, preferably four. This tissue is called the brachiopatagium—don’t forget to extrude from your thumb also. That part of the wing is the propatagium.” He seemed to be a freaking expert on the subject.

“I’m not trying to actually turn into a dinosaur!” I protested, but he made me grow a tail anyway. I could see he was a major paleo-bully.

“Very pretty,” he said approvingly, “and it will help you with your balance.” He began to alter in the same way, growing his wings even bigger than mine just to show off. I had sort of ‘sports-bra’d’ my boobs and discreetly hidden my pubes; he did the same thing with his equipment as he mutated. “I think it will improve our flight speed and weight distribution if we experiment with secreting projectin and kettin into our arms and legs.” Seeing my baffled look, he added, “These are tritin-like muscle proteins found in insects like the common housefly. Try adding kinase near your C-termini, then proline, glutamate, valine, and lysine.”

“Nothing’s happening.” Damn, where was that biochem minor when you need it?

“Are you anchoring them at the Z-disks? The key is the repeated lg and fibronectin domains.”

“Okay, got it,” I said, once I realized what the hell he was talking about. And he was right—I could feel a surge in power and stiffness spreading down from my shoulders and up from ankles into my new wings. Giancarlo was the one having troubles with his. He flapped a few times, rose into the air slightly, and fell down.

“It works better if you make your feet into hands,” I said. “With claws, like our fingers. Takeoff is the big challenge. Remember, the aerodynamic coefficient of lift in avian flight is expressed as FL = ½CLS wρv2.”

Now we were both flapping for our lives. “We’re both too heavy! Thrust = ½ CL cρv2 drα/2?” he yelled, as he veered and spun wildly around, almost hitting a tree.

“Not if C is the mean wing chord. Try substituting ⅓ kLS wρA2f 2!” I screamed back at him. “And speak for yourself!” About weighing too much, I meant.

It took a few minutes to get the hang of it, but finally we managed to circle one of the flax fields together in something like tandem, though I guess from a distance we probably looked like a pair of spastic vultures. And okay, it was fun. In fact, it felt pretty amazing soaring and dipping and weaving and riding updrafts high into the air while Giancarlo chased my tail, though I was totally dreading trying to perch.

When I say high in the air, I actually mean about a hundred feet or so; neither of us had the guts to go much higher. But then, after we’d climbed to maybe 150 feet or so, I happened to glance over at the Gavro-dome and realized with a sickening sensation that playtime was over. We needed to get serious. At almost the same moment, another military helicopter came chopping out of nowhere. This one didn’t appear to be attacking Orlov—it was after us.

Luckily, Giancarlo must have played something like this in a video game, because he immediately knew what to do. “Low! Fly low, Mira. Skim the roofs and trees—follow me!” And he took off with an incredible burst of wing muscle protein firing.

Then he blinked out of existence. I realized, after a second’s panic, that he’d made himself invisible—all except for the tip of his tail, which he’d turned silver, so it looked like a little arrowhead. So, I did the same, but made mine pink. The glittering arrow ahead of me veered violently off to one side, and I followed. Just as I did, the copter overhead released an enormous cloud of CYCLOP-Bleu, which soaked half a block of houses to our right.

“Scheiße! Those crazy fools!” I heard from my left. We both lifted higher, as the chopper circled blindly. “We are on their side! Mira, are you there?”

“I’m here!” It was hard to shout above the noise. I was going to have to enlarge my vocal cords. And figure out how to pump more air through them.

“We must soon devise a way to communicate like birds or bats! For now, keep close to me. Let’s try to take hoses from the soldiers and spray between his armor close to the dome? Then the French will see our intentions.”

So would Orlov…


Chapter Twenty-five

When something isn’t working, the most useless thing to do is more of that something.

I followed Giancarlo’s little silver tail dart toward the collection of trucks and military support vehicles parked at a safe distance from the Orlov-bubble. The whole time—all minute or so—of our flight, the ridiculousness of it kept smacking me in the face. Orlov’s been mostly brushing off vast amounts of CYCLOP-bleu for days and it hasn’t apparently done much. What good is it going to do squirting even more on him?

Also, the air here had so much of it in vaporous form it felt like we flew into literal fire. If we dared swoop low enough to grab small tanks from the troopers, we ran a real risk of ending up stranded on the ground helpless right in the middle of a hundred angry soldiers. That would not end well.

“Wait!” I rasped. “This isn’t going to work.”

“How do you mean?”

“Follow me.”

I veered away and pulled up into fresher air, flying far enough to shelter in a patch of trees that would block us from view. The ground beside me indented with Giancarlo’s landing.

“What are you going on about?” he whispered.

“They’ve been throwing that blue stuff at Orlov for days in massive quantities.” I gestured at the dome. Realizing he couldn’t see my wing at the moment, I growled to myself. “Squirting a little bit more on Orlov isn’t going to do anything to him. And what happens to us if we fly into a cloud of vapors and knock ourselves out?”

He grumbled.

“I have another idea.”

“Oh?”

“It’s kind of a long shot but there’s one big problem.”

“Only one?” he asked, amused.

“Grr. Well, the big problem is us getting inside. Orlov has sealed the entire facility down. My idea requires us being inside, down in the ring loop. Unless we can figure out a way in, there’s no point even asking you the next part.”

“Don’t give up now.”

I learned that it’s impossible to fold my arms in annoyance while they’re wings. “I’m not giving up. It’s called being efficient. If the first step of a multi-stage plan is impossible, there isn’t much point in wasting effort working out the rest of the steps.”

“We’ve achieved molecular control over our bodies,” said Giancarlo. “That redefines impossible.”

The man had a point.

“So,” I said, “do you have any idea how we can get past him and inside?”

“As a matter of fact, I do… but you may not like it.”

“Does it involve lighting ourselves on fire again?” Talk about something I never wanted to do to myself ever again if possible!

“Perhaps worse depending on how squeamish you are. I believe Orlov would have neglected to seal off the sewer connections. With the number of hostages he’s taken, plugging the toilets would be foolish.”

Oh, hell no. I shuddered. “You’re about to suggest we swim up through the pipes, aren’t you?”

“There are showers,” he said. “And yes, it’s a way in that even the police have not thought of.”

That made me laugh. “They can’t exactly shrink down into tentacles and squeeze through pipes.”

“No, but they could pump CYCLOP-bleu inside that way. Overflow the toilets. The vapors inside the sealed bubble would overwhelm Orlov. Possibly.”

I glanced toward the military convoy. “I seriously doubt they have that much of the blue stuff here to fill an entire sewer.”

“Perhaps. All right then,” asked Giancarlo. “What is your idea assuming we can get inside?”

“You wrote the control program for the collider that did this to us.”

“Yes…” His voice rose as it faded to silence. “Where are you going with this?”

“Modify the program to as closely reverse the conditions as possible. Then we run it and turn Orlov normal again.”

His wing flapped around until it found my shoulder. “Mira… you’re saying… do you realize we’d be caught up in that, too?”

“Yeah, I know. Indestructibility and immortality are nice, but I do kinda miss having a heartbeat.” Somewhat of a small lie there. While being young forever and immune to death have their perks, spending that eternity constantly chased by the government is going to get old fast. And… ever since I met Giancarlo, the thought that I can’t have children—or probably can’t—has been gnawing at me. Grr. Why is it that as soon as something I never thought about becomes impossible for me to do, I suddenly miss it? Okay, to be fair, it would be more accurate to say I never imagined a guy would look at me twice. I’d kinda given up.

A minute passed.

“You’re quiet,” I said, dreading that he might be wondering if Ingeborg would take him back if he lost his powers. Damn, I hope not. That bitch ratted us out. Betrayed us. “What are you thinking about?”

“Working out the details of the program code. I should be able to invert the parameters. It would merely be a matter of adjusting 148 variables. However, there is another complication.”

So glad he can’t see my face right now. “You don’t want to give up these powers?”

“Considering we do not know if having them might eventually make us as insane as Dr. Orlov, it would not be a tragedy if we were to lose them. But I am worried about losing something far greater than superpowers… you.”

My heart jumped into my throat. Metaphorically I mean. “Wha...?”

“The initial experiment had a substantial margin of error. That same margin would apply to reversing it. There are three possible outcomes: nothing happens, we revert to normal, or annihilation.”

He doesn’t want to lose me… Too choked up to speak, I fumble to embrace him with my wing arms.

“The other problem,” said Giancarlo, “is that the collider is damaged. It is not possible for the hostages to have repaired everything so soon.”

“I got that covered.”

Giancarlo chuckled. “Have a spare particle collider in your purse?”

“No… well, somewhat. He’s had people working on it round the clock, but do any of them have thousands of arms? Can they exist around the entire ring at once?”

“That’s an interesting idea.”

“We go in the toilet, make our way to the ring, then you tweak the program with some tentacles and an eye stalk while I fix the collider.”

“Hmm. That might work. Assuming we don’t blow ourselves to Mars.”

“I hear the view up there is nice.”


Chapter Twenty-six

Again, we leapt into the air.

Only, this time, we didn’t head straight for the Orlov-bubble. Giancarlo has worked at the facility for much longer than I have. That’s not really saying much since everything went to hell on my first day here. I’d come here with the hope that the renowned Dr. Peter Orlov would be able to teach me about physics. Things hadn’t quite worked out that way. I’m the idiot who fell for a fancy brochure and ended up in a shack surrounded by jungle and mosquitoes.

We landed on a road leading to the LHC complex, far enough back that the soldiers wouldn’t see us even if more than our tail tips showed. Giancarlo must have changed himself back to human since the manhole cover next to us opened by itself. Descending naked into a sewer is not too far lower than lighting myself on fire for things I never want to do. However, it didn’t involve mind numbing pain, only disgust.

Honestly, it wasn’t like we had to wade in waist-deep sewage. More the idea of this being a sewer got under my skin. Though, we will eventually be going up the pipes that the toilets use so, yeah. Making contact with stuff that has touched stuff. I chanted over and over in my head that I was immune to disease. If bullets and a car fire can’t cause permanent harm, a microbe or billion won’t. Despite that, I did hold my breath just in case. Being immune to disease didn’t make me immune to stink.

Once underground, we both make ourselves visible again since it’s so dark I can’t see my hand in front of my face. The sensation of walking barefoot on unknown squishy substances is enough to get me to change my soles to hardened armored plates similar to crab shells.

“Where did you get high heels?” asks Giancarlo.

“I’m not wearing heels.”

“What’s that clicking?”

I explained.

He laughed… but a moment later, his steps clicked, too.

In an astonishing feat of eidetic memory, Giancarlo led us through a maze of tunnels in the dark to a chamber with functioning lights. It contained the pipes that run up to the LHC complex, connected to all the various sinks and toilets. Maybe we’ll get lucky and pick a route that goes to a sink. Nah. Knowing my luck, I expected to emerge from a toilet with someone sitting on it.

Shudder.

If that happened, some revenge will occur even though it’s not the person’s fault. Nah. I couldn’t turn myself into a giant snake. That person would never go near a bathroom again. Fingers—or polyps—crossed I find a pipe leading to an unoccupied stall.

Giancarlo opened a pipe cap and the two of us extruded ourselves into long putty ropes. Since the pipes were going to be utterly devoid of light, I saw no reason to keep my eyes for the time being. We’ll be navigating purely by feel—eww—and our sense of up and down. Within a minute or so, we’re both four feet long and three-quarters of an inch in diameter, propelling ourselves down the pipes using a manner of locomotion derived from rippling muscular contractions. He entwined himself with me in the faceless, formless equivalent of holding hands. Aww. Okay, I needed to have my head examined. There was nothing whatsoever romantic about crawling down a sewage pipe. I didn’t even want to think about the composition of the spongy mess beneath us. It’s been in this pipe for years, probably a plaque of solid bacteria.

I modified a spot near my front end to pick up sound, creating a tympanic membrane sensitive enough so conversations in the bathrooms became audible to me. Mostly, people spoke about the types of things one would expect a hostage to say. Wondering what’s taking the police so long, does anyone care, are they going to die, that sort of thing. All the while, in the background, the chaos of the war going on outside rumbled. Whatever the soldiers were doing, it totally pissed off Orlov. Based on the noise, I pictured giant robots fighting each other like something out of an old Japanese Godzilla movie.

After several long minutes of slithering around pipes, getting caught in two dead ends, backtracking, and trying to move generally upward as much as possible, the sounds of bathroom activity became seriously loud. So, I created a simple photoreceptor at the front end of my tentacle body. That would let me sense the presence of light without exposing a vulnerable eyeball to the legion of germs down here. And yeah, even though I’m—probably—immune to it, the notion still horrified me.

Before I sensed light, however, I felt the telltale curvature of a toilet’s guts.

Dammit! I thought this pipe sounded like a sink.

Oh well. I’d rather get the hell out of sewer pipes than backtrack and fumble around blind for another twenty minutes.

The instant my primitive photoreceptor detects light, I swallow my disgust—metaphorically speaking since I didn’t presently have anything even close to a mouth. Nope. Not one single orifice on my body. Anyway, I swallowed my disgust and grew an eyeball at the front of my rope-body.

Never in my life would I have imagined having a turd’s eye view of a toilet to be an amazing feeling. It wasn’t amazing because I found myself in a toilet, but rather the promise of freedom from being in filthy pipes. Anyway, the sight that greeted me when I opened my eye stalk is the very bottom of the toilet. Mercifully, the water was clear and no one’s nether regions hung over me.

Perfect.

I slid forward, rising straight up out of the water into a bathroom stall—and looking eye to eyes with a forty-something woman in a lab coat about to enter this stall. She froze with one hand on the door, staring at me. I could only imagine what must’ve been going through her mind in that moment, seeing a flesh-colored tube with a single eyeball at the end sticking vertically up out of the toilet looking at her.

The poor woman didn’t even scream—she fainted dead away on the spot.

Works for me. No sound.

I launched myself out of the bowl onto the tiles with a splat like a dropped bratwurst. Singularly focused on my mission, I returned to human form—as did Giancarlo beside me—and hurried out of the stall, turning invisible two steps later and heading right to the showers.

Giancarlo and I slipped into the same one and cranked the hot water. A person might say that it’s foolish to waste time showering when we have such a hare-brained mission to get done, and a person might also go eff themselves. They didn’t crawl where I just crawled.

“You know, in ancient times, assassins would sometimes enter the castle via the garderobe,” said Giancarlo in a low voice. “They did not stop to shower.”

“They didn’t have showers back then… but ugh. Can you imagine? Bad enough you’re a noble asleep in your bed and have an assassin jump on you, but he’s covered in that.”

Giancarlo smiled and held up the soap. “Ahh yes, but we have the cure.”

I sighed, head bowed, unable to tell if he referred to the soap as a cure for sewage or our plan as a cure for the Orlov problem. Maybe he intended a double reference. Did we really have the cure or just a crazy plan?

But hey, we got inside.

That should have been impossible.


Chapter Twenty-seven

The next half hour was the weirdest time of my life.

Considering what’s happened to me lately, that’s saying something.

In case Orlov left a single-atom-thick layer of himself on the interior floors as some sort of early detection system out in the halls, Giancarlo and I changed our bodies into amorphous flesh blobs covered in octopus style suckers. We crept across the walls and ceilings to navigate the length of the building and make our way down the elevator shaft to the underground ring tunnel. We climbed it to avoid using the elevator itself as the mad doctor would surely notice that.

With the vast amount of ground it took up, it seemed unlikely that he would devote that much of his material being to covering the floors down here. Also, barring a massive tunneling expedition, no one could get in here without going through the building, every corridor of which had a thorough coating of Orlov.

Sounded pretty disgusting to think of it that way.

Down in the collider loop, the rumble of the war going on outside faded to an ignorable level of background noise. Despite that, it sounded like the military brought in something bigger than the blue goop. Like, missiles or bombs. Pretty sure that intermittent roaring came from jet engines zipping by overhead. I never did understand that. In movies, once it became quite apparent that firing cannons and rockets at the giant monster didn’t do anything, why did the military keep on doing it?

Oh well.

No time to waste on those thoughts. We had a job to do.

Orlov had much more practice expanding himself to ridiculous size, but in theory, anything he could do, we could emulate. All three of us had been ordinary humans exposed to the same atomic readjustment. Giancarlo left his head and two hands floating on string-thin tendrils of himself in front of a computer terminal while the rest of his body stretched clockwise into the tunnel, sprouting arm after arm. I went counterclockwise, stretching my body out and sprouting extra pairs of arms as often as I could, everything growing thinner and thinner as my disembodied head glided off ahead of me on a ribbon of flesh.

It said something about what had been going on in this place that none of the people down here working on repairs batted an eyelash at us—or at seeing us both stretching out into something out of HR Geiger’s nightmares. Each time I passed someone, I’d extend a hair-thin flesh tube into their ear and whispered to them that we’d come to stop Orlov and they should get the heck out of the collider ring as fast as they could while trying not to make any noise or talk about it.

Judging by the rapid tromp of footsteps echoing from the other side, Giancarlo did the same.

He attacked the program code. Both of us used our thousands of arms, shapeshifting our hands into tools as needed, to repair enough of the mechanism that we could fire this sucker up one last time. I don’t know how the hell I managed to stay sane controlling so many individual hands at the same time. Maybe on a subconscious level I reorganized the processing capabilities of my brain, creating little primitive sub-minds for each pair of arms, all of them able to read my knowledge store.

Of course, what I knew about these machines came pretty much entirely from reading. One day on the job, and not even a full one at that, hadn’t given me much “hands-on” experience. Giancarlo, however, knew his way around the loop and in addition to rapid repairs with a multitude of limbs, changed some of his body mass into temporary replacement components. Of course, this, I wouldn’t learn about until later.

All the while I fixed the machinery, it didn’t even occur to me that we had roughly a 33.333—repeating infinitely—chance of death. The same drive that got me through school, hyperfocus on task, kept that particular thought at arms’ length. A thousand arms’ length to be exact.

“Mira, Giancarlo!” shouted Orlov via the PA system. “What a pleasant surprise to see you have returned.”

Crap! “Yes, of course. It was the only thing we could really do,” I said. “I’m sorry it took me so long to realize you were correct. They’ve been chasing us from the start. Can’t trust the governments at all.”

Orlov’s pained groan filled the tunnel. “Wretched pests. They are infinitely distracting, but the fools only give me new ways to grow my abilities. With the two of you expediting the repairs on the ring, we will soon start the conversion of others to an advanced state of existence.”

Alarms went off.

Guess Giancarlo hit the “on” button.

“What are you doing!” shouted Orlov. “You’re powering up the machi—”

For the second time in a too-short interval, pain ripped through me like every atom in my body separated, shearing apart in an explosive cascade of free ions. I’d have screamed, but no part of me remained solid.

I think I saw quarks dancing.


Chapter Twenty-eight

Stars are intensely beautiful.

I dreamed of staring into a night sky free of clouds and pollution for what seemed like hours. The chaos of burning, having my molecular fabric ripped apart and reassembled for the second time in a month now felt like a distant nightmare, a fragment of an unpleasant dream reality that didn’t really happen.

Seagulls.

It occurred to me that the stars had gone away. Only blackness surrounded me.

And voices.

People—quite a few to be exact.

A sea breeze brushed over me, making me acutely aware that I still had no clothes on. Okay, solidity returned. That had to be a good sign. After a bit of concentration, I managed to regain sensation in my right hand. Clutching my fingers revealed sand beneath me. In a few moments, I came to realize I lay naked on sand, somewhere outside not too far from the ocean.

I’m not sure what bothered me more in that moment. Being outside in an obviously public place with nothing on, or not being at CERN. Sure, the first time the Large Hadron Collider decided to kick me straight in the muons, it shot us halfway across Europe. It shouldn’t surprise me that it happened again.

Only, last time, I didn’t tingle all over. A sensation similar to sticking my tongue to the contacts of a nine-volt battery covered every inch of me. Since I couldn’t see anything, I pictured myself covered in a cloud of electrical sparks. Nothing smelled burned and no one around me screamed. Surely, if I lay there glowing like an overloaded power transformer, someone would have said something.

Giancarlo grunted.

Wow, he landed close. I reached my right hand out a bit and found fingers. Probably his since they zapped the heck out of me on contact. A few nearby voices shouted in alarm at the crack that sounded like a small firework. At least, that’s how they described it. Small firework, my ass. They spoke French, wondering where the explosion happened. None appeared to realize the true source of the noise.

Too strange.

I forced my eyes open to blue sky and white, puffy clouds.

Beach.

Ocean waves capped with white foam rippled into the shore not far past my toes.

Sure enough, Giancarlo and I lay in our birthday suits on the sand… surrounded by maybe 150 or so other people, all adults. Most of them also had nothing on. Everything from young couples hand-in-hand to the very old lying side by side enjoyed the call of nature.

Crap! We landed on a nude beach… what were the odds?

“Did… you see stars?” asked Giancarlo in a hoarse rasp.

“In the sense of being hit over the head or like constellations?”

“Constellations.”

“Yeah,” I also rasped. “I dreamed about staring into the night sky. It was beautiful.”

“I think we ended up... out there. Briefly.” He coughed and sat up. “Aha. Nice.”

I rubbed my forehead. “Neece? Huh?”

“France. This looks like Nice, France. I believe we’ve been lying here for several hours, judging by the sand collecting around us.”

I sat up as well and looked around in embarrassed shock. Fortunately, my body appeared intact and normal. Giancarlo’s as well. No charring, no missing limbs, no extra limbs. Not since my sophomore year in college had I seen so many naked people in one place at one time. No, nothing like that. A nude charity bike ride—that I did not participate in mind you. Kind of hard to miss considering my dorm room overlooked the main quad. Partying wasn’t my scene. Especially those kinds of parties.

“Several hours? No one called the cops?”

He chuckled. “We got rather lucky on the landing spot. People likely thought us tourists relaxing.”

“Not to put a damper on your sense of relief, but we are stranded out here in public with nothing at all, let alone clothing.” I tried to turn myself invisible, but it didn’t work. “…and you did it, Carlo! You did it.”

“Did what?” He rubbed the back of his neck, glancing at me with one eye wider than the other as if he had a hangover from hell.

“Stuff’s not working. I just tried to disappear.”

He stared at his hands intently for a moment. “Hmm. You could be right. Or we both died and this is the afterlife.”

“Do not even joke about that.” I put an arm around him. Good grief, my parents would spontaneously combust if they saw us like this. They’re way laid back compared to most former Mennos, but still. Literally hanging out on a nude beach with a man I’m not married to would far exceed their ability to cope. I think learning I once had super powers would rock their world less.

A pair of middle-aged women on a towel about thirty feet from us caught my attention when one of them said, “Large Hadron Collider” in casual conversation. At that point, I started eavesdropping. The brunette, the one talking, was holding a smartphone and telling her friend about some kind of big explosion there. Her French came far too fast and peppered with colloquialisms for me to follow word for word, but the gist I got was that the Orlov bubble popped and the military stormed the place. She’s talking about lots and lots of soldiers being involved and some reporters being arrested. Hostages freed and whisked away by the military as well.

Giancarlo smiled. “They got him. Or he burst. Either way, right?”

“Right.” I looked around, still unable to believe my eyes. This appeared pretty much like every other beach I’d ever seen except for the part where most people didn’t have anything on. Not that I’d ever have wanted to go to a nude beach, but it was nothing like I’d imagined. So… normal. And so bizarrely convenient. Giancarlo mentioned something about tourists hiking nude a couple days ago. I wonder if he somehow managed to program the collider to put us here. “So, now what?”

“Well, I figure it’ll be a while before the authorities figure out where we went. Might as well enjoy the beach for a bit.” He reclined in the sand, fingers laced behind his head.

In that moment, the absolute oddity of it just worked for me. I reclined as well. After that nonsense, a vacation—if even for a few hours—sounded like a damn good idea.

“Did you feel that tingling?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“What do you think it was? That didn’t happen the first time.”

He shrugged. “My guess, it was our bodies going back to normal. Not like anyone’s really done what we’ve done before. No prior research to reference.”

“True.”

Suspicious, and not quite ready to believe my eyes, ears, and skin, I held my breath.

… and kept right on holding it well past five minutes.

“Crap.” I pressed a hand to my neck. No pulse. “Double crap!”

“What?”

“Are you breathing?” I whispered.

He stared intently into nowhere for a while. “Scheiße.”

“Yeah. Scheiße indeed. Merde too.” I focused on my hands and again tried to go invisible. No luck. “So, what did we do to ourselves?”

“If it didn’t revert us to normal and didn’t kill us, it must have thrown our molecules into a flux state. The tingling might be chaos. Too much disorder for us to focus and control our bodies. It may stabilize given enough time.”

“How much is enough?”

“No idea. I’ve never done this before, remember?” He wagged his eyebrows. “But it evidently lasted several hours already. Enough that it neutralized Orlov and let them apprehend him. They are, no doubt, looking for us.”

“And we’re stranded here.”

“Yep.” He again reclined.

“Now what are you doing?”

“Enjoying the beach.”

I blinked. “Why?”

“Because.” He turned on his side and brushed a hand over my hair. “It’s the last thing they’d expect us to do… act totally normal. And, we are somewhat stuck here. Besides, the police don’t know we were in there.”

True, leaving the beach au natural would draw attention. And, for the time being, it was rather relaxing. At least with Orlov in custody, we had plenty of time to figure out our next move. Who knows, maybe the CIA, NSA, or whoever it is after us will think we blew ourselves to bits.

Nah. I’m not that lucky.


PART THREE

Chapter Twenty-nine

Okay, here’s a question for you. How do you tell your mom and dad you’ve suddenly got super powers? I don’t know about you, but I’d been having a lot of trouble breaking the news to mine, especially over the phone.

There really needs to be some kind of a Hallmark Card to cover the situation…

I know it’s not cool to say this, but I love my parents, and we’ve always been totally close, so I’m thinking, well hoping, really, that telling them face to face might turn out to be a piece of cake. Especially if I had the chance to demonstrate my newfound powers to them in person. I mean, Mom and Dad are pretty practical people and tend to believe their own lyin’ eyes about most things.

Of course, the really tough part of the conversation would be when I told them I’d met someone. And, even worse, intended to marry him. I know, right? You’d think that would be the easy part, since they’d basically been waiting to hear that news all my life. But I worried they wouldn’t approve of Giancarlo. For one thing, he was foreign. For another, he wasn’t Amish or Menno—that’s short for Mennonite. I was pretty sure that he came from a Catholic background, though his divorced parents were both staunch atheists.

But worst of all, just like me, he’s stuck with special powers, too, since we went through the same catastrophic Large Hadron Collider incident. I can’t call it an accident because it didn’t simply happen. Dr. Peter Orlov quite deliberately arranged for us to be caught in it.

IMHO that’s good news as far as our marriage is concerned, though. I mean, obviously, it’s tough enough to stay married in the modern world when you’re always off on business trips or taking separate vacations or whatever, but imagine one spouse having super powers and the other being normal. Talk about a career conflict!

It would be like the time Zac Efron married a Starbucks cashier. Oh wait, that never happened.

Luckily, Giancarlo and I had a lot in common even before the collider quench took place. We’re both physicists. We both like Nutella. As if that wasn’t enough, we’d both been atomically annihilated then reassembled at exactly the same moment by the “accident” at CERN in Switzerland. Talk about physically compatible―we were almost like a pair of twins. In fact, it was fairly probable we’d even exchanged some atoms in the process. You can’t get much more compatible than that, right?

Plus, we’d now been thrown together so much since we went on the run from intelligence and police agencies on two continents that we were pretty much bound to either fall in love—or else hate each other’s guts. Okay, the fact that I’d already been majorly crushing on him from the first moment I set eyes on him helped, but I admit the falling madly in love with each other part had been just plain dumb luck. Although he now claims he was crazy about me long before we met from having read my Masters’ thesis. Right, as if. He had a girlfriend when we met, Inge, but the woman totally couldn’t handle the whole super powers thing and betrayed us to the police the first chance she got.

To me, that sounded like the type of spouse who’d want a divorce if their other half ended up in a car accident or something that left them in a wheelchair. Not exactly “through sickness and in health” or whatever they say. However, Giancarlo is Swiss and so sort of slow in the love department. Like, glacially; the world could have entered a new ice age and then thawed out again before he would have normally said anything to me about how he felt. What we’d gone through together had accelerated his emotional muons and gluons, too, I guess.

So, basically, if it hadn’t been for the gigantic problems created by our being atomically indestructible and wanted by every government in the world so they could experiment on us like lab rats, I would have been deliriously happy. However, we had a big fly in the ointment. Based on what I’d observed and experienced with our bodies in their present state, I doubted we had the ability to sexually reproduce. Though to be fair, we’d been giving the mechanics of that a fair clinical trial at every possible opportunity…

However, that was going to be another tough thing to have to explain to my parents, since I’m an only child, and thus their only hope for grandkids. I wouldn’t bother trying to explain that we’d changed from biological organisms to a suspension of various chemical compounds that we could control and alter at will. We’d even figured out how to change the material composition of ourselves, temporarily changing parts of our bodies to metal for example.

Our only real limitation came in the form of mass. We could neither generate new matter nor lose matter. If we shrank to the size of a dime, we’d still weigh the same as we usually did. As Orlov proved, we could, however, temporarily absorb and modify external matter… but it wouldn’t become permanently part of us.

“Mira, as usual, you are worrying too much,” Giancarlo said, one night in our secret hotel room in the Bronx. “If you feel you cannot tell them everything by telephone, then of course we should go see them in person. I would like to meet them, too, since I plan on marrying their daughter. Besides, they must know already about what has happened to you at CERN—it was on television all over the world.”

“But you don’t understand―they don’t have television. I told you Dad grew up Amish. He’d barely ever even seen a TV before he ran off to marry Mom. And she’s little better, being a conservative Mennonite. The only TV set in the house was an old Sony they put in my room so I could grow up normal.” Or Englisch, as my dad called it.

“I’m sure they saw it on their cell phones or at their jobs. Or else neighbors or church members called to tell them about it.”

“Oh, stop being so rational!”

I’d phoned my parents twice since Peter Orlov’s bizarre takeover of CERN and the weird battle that had followed; once from a pay phone in Paris and then later in New York. Both calls had been brief and just to let them know I was all right.

And so, after a lot of arguing, I allowed Gianni to persuade me to make the trip to Bowling Green, Kentucky, where my parents lived. I knew doing so would be taking a crazy risk, but once the idea was in the air, suddenly it became the only thing in the world I really wanted to do. That had to be part of my psyche wanting to run home to my parents for comfort after a traumatic event. Either that or I couldn’t wait to finally be able to tell them I found the man of my dreams.

“The place will be crawling with Homeland Security, though,” I said, rolling over and propping my head up with one hand. Damn if Giancarlo, lying next to me, didn’t look good from this angle. Then again, I hadn’t found an angle he didn’t look good from. “They probably have mics and cameras inside my parents’ house! And nobody knows us better than Charlie—he’s made a study of us, our habits, our ways of thinking. They’ll probably be able to predict every move we make before we even think of it ourselves.”

“He doesn’t know us as well as he thinks,” said Giancarlo.

I knew Giancarlo had no small amount of jealousy toward Charlie, the only person in the world he felt that way about. Charlie, aka Charles A. Paulsen, the former CIA Head of Station in Paris, now chief of the super-secret Task Force for Homeland Security, had been chasing us all around New York City for the past few months. I assumed he hoped we’d lead him to others with major world-changing powers. Either that, or he wanted to do the same thing the French and Swiss authorities did, namely throw us in a lab and see what made us tick.

Admittedly, after finding Agent Traylor’s files with notes about other people who had enhanced powers, we’d hoped to gain some amazing allies who’d been mutated or altered in ways like we’d been; you know, like how superheroes in comic books always join up and hang out together in secret headquarters or clubhouses or whatever.

Instead, all we’d managed to do was make friends with a bunch of very weird but mostly nice retirees with bizarrely quirky but minor powers. Or talents, as they called them.


Chapter Thirty

A lot of our new pals hung out all day at the Legion Hall, playing cards and drinking. From the outside, the building looks like a closed-down former YMCA or some such thing. Most had given themselves (or each other) nicknames.

Minute Maid first showed us around there; her power allowed her to freeze time—except for herself and anyone close to her she wanted—as well as peek forward or backward in time a little. The second talent explained why none of the others would play cards with her anymore. Auntie Matter had been struck by a meteorite as a little girl and could make small objects implode just by touching them. Or the Human Flashlight, who, after a lab accident with harmless barium, could make himself glow at will. I mean, that might be helpful on dark nights, but it wasn’t exactly a talent that anyone could use to save the world… or even stop a robbery at a 7-11, right?

In some cases, their so-called talents were just plain annoying. Like, for example, Jabberwacky was born with a sped-up body clock. This made him walk, talk, and move twice as fast as other people, who generally viewed him as a royal pain in the butt. He ended up becoming a bank robber; after he got caught, he spent five years in jail, where he ran up and down and around his cell like a hyperactive squirrel. When he got out, he became an IT consultant.

It surprised me how many people acquired superpowers after lab accidents, come to think of it. Labs really needed to implement better safety regulations, you know? Like poor Transparent Man; one slip-up with a PET scanner, and now his internal organs show through like those plastic figurines med students used to keep on their desks. Of course, that isn’t exactly a superpower; more like a handicap. And don’t even get me started on sidekicks. It also shocked me how many people had unusual powers, yet I’d never once heard of any of it. You ask the average person on the street if they thought people with superhuman powers really existed and they’d laugh.

Becoming a freak myself didn’t give me instant knowledge of others like me. No, that came from hacking into the hard drive on the laptop I grabbed out of Agent Denise Traylor’s hotel room. It had way more information than the handful of manila folders in her briefcase. That’s why we went back to New York City in the first place—hoping to contact other people with “talents.”

CIA Charlie was almost certainly still hot on our trail, and I knew he would do anything in his non-super power way to screw up our wedding. Not that he knew we wanted to get married, or maybe he did somehow. But ever since we left Europe, he’s been breathing down our necks big time.

Oh yeah, did I mention that Charlie was twice my age—and, um, sort of in love with me? Which totally was not my fault. I hadn’t flirted with him or led him on or anything; the closest we’d ever come to getting physical was one time when I tied him up and locked him in a hotel room closet. I guess sometimes that’s all it takes for older guys.

Anyway, Giancarlo and I drove south on I-65. We’d flown to Louisville from New York City using the same technique we used to cross the Atlantic Ocean a few months earlier: compressing our bodies down to the size of iPhones and then attaching ourselves like limpets to the wings of a commercial airplane. Once we landed, we could have done the same thing on the roof of any Greyhound bus going the rest of the way, but I wanted Giancarlo to see a little of the countryside where I’d grown up. And, you know, pretend to be like normal people.

Besides, scrunching down into a dense form like that gets boring pretty quick, believe me, even if you give yourself a camera function.

So we paid cash for a used Toyota Corolla—red, peeling, and at least ten years old—to a young couple in Louisville named Jose and Emilia Rodriguez, and kept their plates. And more or less kept the Rodriguezes, too, by transforming ourselves to look like them. Emilia was pregnant and carrying a helluva lot more weight than I was comfortable with, but I didn’t need to emulate her baby bump after all. We took on their appearance to fool all the State Police and DHS cameras we’d be passing on the Interstate.

Trust me, life on the lam isn’t like it is in all those old movies anymore; you can’t go anywhere without the NSA tracking you on some camera or satellite or something. We’d learned that the hard way.

Most minor-league everyday wrongdoers on the Interstate—rapists, serial killers, international terrorists—the government just doesn’t bother with, I guess. Super talents, however, they are apparently worried about, because ever since the accident, it feels like Giancarlo and I have had an unmarked black SUV trying to crawl up our butt everywhere we go, night and day.

“OMG, Gianni, this is such a terrible idea,” I said as he took the exit to 446, the old Louisville Road, the gateway to beautiful downtown Bowling Green. “The place is going to be crawling with Federal agents.”

“Again, you are worrying too much. Remember, we are the ones with the power. We can just fly away. Or we could suck up all the electricity and make the town go dark. Or put a big dome over it, like Peter did. There’s nothing to be afraid of, Mira, they can’t―”

“We can’t do that!” There was something slightly scary about hearing Giancarlo saying stuff like that from Jose’s scarred and darkly bearded face. “We might hurt somebody! Or… destroy property or something. Besides, it would make a terrible first impression on my parents.” Also, I suspected that the more Dr. Orlov pushed his powers to extreme lengths—like forming a giant bubble over CERN—the more his grip on sanity slipped away. I felt pretty sane and normal still, despite everything, and didn’t want to risk succumbing to feelings of god-dom.

“Sometimes, you are too nice, I think,” said Giancarlo.

“I thought that was why you liked me.”

He smiled—a rare event for a Swiss guy—and shook his head. “No, Mira, I like you for your looks, of course.”

I laughed at his obvious sarcasm. Not that he called me unpleasant to look at. We’d had that conversation a few times already. His remark had been a jab at his former girlfriend, Inge. I lacked the conceit to think my normal appearance even came close to her, but she wasn’t particularly intelligent or even all that nice under the surface. That didn’t mean she was dumb and mean, just, I guess, normal. What I’m trying to say is she really only had movie-star looks. Giancarlo’s comment basically abbreviated him telling me he loved me for who I am, the whole package. We both know looks fade over time.

Or at least, they did for normal people.

Okay, you can see why I was so crazy about him, even though he looked like a total stranger at the moment. And he seemed pretty into me, too, I have to admit. For example, he kept wanting to drive through my old neighborhood and stop off and see where I’d gone to school and do other romantic stuff like that.

“There’s no time,” I said. “Besides, it’s starting to drizzle.”

Rain was the great enemy if we had to go full-on invisible. Water falling from the sky would reveal our location unless we hugged trees or stood against walls. Running across open ground in a downpour resulted in a hollow person shape anyone could see. Almost certainly, my parents’ house would be staked out, and the NSA and most likely Charlie’s DHS Task Force would probably be using all kinds of remote sensing scanners there Giancarlo and I hadn’t even heard of yet, much less knew how to evade.

Though I had to admit I was feeling really excited anyway when we turned the corner onto Springhill Avenue and drove down my parents’ block. I mean, as excited as a person who has no heartbeat can reasonably be.


Chapter Thirty-one

But when we got to #166, the little three-bedroom redbrick bungalow I grew up in, it became obvious right away my parents had gone somewhere else, a few weeks ago, and hadn’t been back.

Weeds and dandelions were growing wild in the front yard, and the big recycling can was overturned, things Dad, with his Amish sense of order, would never normally tolerate for five minutes. Besides, his pickup wasn’t in the driveway—though Mom’s Honda was still in the garage—and the front storm door stood ajar from being stuffed with old newspapers and junk mail.

“This is your house?” asked Giancarlo in a subdued voice. No doubt Charlie or his people snooped on us. “Where do you think they are hiding?”

He meant the DHS or CIA agents, but for a moment I thought he meant Mom and Dad. I looked around. Mr. Willis’ rusting old Ford sat in his asphalt driveway. I knew he’d never willingly let the Feds onto his property—there’d be like a second Ruby Ridge if they even tried. The Santangelos on the other side of us at #164 always had like a zillion cars parked on the street in front and on their short driveway and even the front lawn, and I recognized Andrea’s and Michael’s right away. There wouldn’t be room for any agents in that house, little larger than ours, during one of their weekend family gatherings.

That left the Gerritys across the street, and they’d do anything—except kill someone—if they thought they’d get money out of the deal. Plus they loved to spy on their neighbors and gossip anyway. I nodded silently in that direction. Beyond their driveway, a suspicious-looking anonymous white plumber’s van was parked in the street, listing slightly toward the drainage ditch that our neighborhood featured instead of sidewalks. This being the blue-collar side of town.

“Keep going,” I mouthed at Giancarlo. “Back up to Russellville.” The cosmic accident that rearranged our atoms had given us both ultra and subsonic hearing if we wanted to modify our ears that way. We hadn’t even really figured out our limits. In fact, it seemed every day we discovered some new weird trick our bodies could do.

Russellville Road was the local Broadway. It had a couple of car dealerships, a ginormous tire store, a Marathon Gas station, and even the Cabreras Mexican Restaurant Bar, whose mostly empty lot we parked in.

“What now?” he said.

“Remember how we’ve been practicing being pigeons?”

Compression was our biggest problem. You could squeeze out the oxygen and nitrogen and other renewable elements from between your molecules all you liked, but in the end, shrinking down to the size of a smartphone that weighed the same as a human body was uncomfortable as hell, owing to the density. And the psychosomatic sense of dehydration. Which meant that realistically, even though I dreamed of being the size of a mosquito sometimes, pretending to be a pigeon was about our smallest and fastest option for zipping around—though anyone spotting us who had like an ounce of brains would see immediately we weren’t pigeons because our wings had to be so long to compensate for all that dead weight body mass. We looked, I suspected, more like condors.

The discomfort that came with drastically altering our physical size increasingly bothered me. Generally, in nature, things that cause pain are things the body doesn’t want to do. I couldn’t help but wonder if, despite our apparent immortality, we shouldn’t push our limits like that. Everything about our new reality was uncharted territory and the last thing I wanted would be to wind up in an old superhero home at thirty with a body permanently stuck in a liquid state. Being pushed around in a wheelbarrow as a puddle of slime with eyes would totally suck.

So maybe swans or herons or some other bird we could keep roughly the same physical mass as our human forms instead of pigeons would be a better idea. Except those birds would stand out like a sore thumb here.

Luckily, anyone with more than an ounce of brains didn’t become a Federal agent. At least the ones I’d met. Only Charlie Paulsen was really dangerously smart.

So off we flapped in the rain, looking like swans. Sort of. And if we stayed out after dusk, we could always fly back as bats, which was way more workable.

For some weird geographic reason I’ve never quite understood, Bowling Green is like the tropical rain capital of Kentucky. Ducks might have been a smarter choice than swans, even if it meant compressing more. Even turning into a swan felt like I wore shoes four sizes too small. We landed on my parents’ back patio and tried to peer in the sliding glass door that led to the darkened kitchen. It was firmly locked, and had its security bar in. Giancarlo pecked at the glass. His message was clear: we’d have to break in if I wanted to go inside.

He pulled his beak back in, sprouting a tiny human mouth—yeah, that looked way creepy—and spoke in a voice like a reedy little harmonica, “I have been wondering. Which of us is the sidekick?”

“That’s easy,” I replied in a slightly higher key, trying not to laugh at how much we sounded like Alvin and the Chipmunks. “In Europe, I’m the sidekick. Here, you are.”

And then I swear the schwanze kop shook all his feathers and got me soaking wet on purpose! To make matters worse, a couple of geese showed up and started following us around. Ugh. Annoying.

Breaking in was easy. All we had to do was melt into silly putty on the doorjamb and then shrink ourselves flat to slide right on under it. We’d already had plenty of practice doing this in secret government labs. If anybody had stuck cameras inside my parents’ kitchen, though, they’d see us, so we turned ourselves invisible as a precaution. This had been our original physical state after the accident, but after we’d finally become visible again, we’d managed to learn how to control it and switch ourselves back and forth. Being invisible always gave me the tingles—since we both had to do it naked—but like all our more extreme transformations, it got uncomfortable after too long. Also, we had to strip to do the bird thing or the slime puddle thing, too. For a girl who grew up highly self-conscious about her body, I’d been spending more time streaking around than wearing clothes lately. Even if no one could tell since I mimicked the appearance of a sweater or jeans, I still felt naked.

Turning invisible was like crossing my eyes; I always had a little bit of fear I’d get stuck that way. Also, being invisible made it difficult to stay together since we couldn’t see each other. The scientist in me questioned how we could still see at all since our eyeballs had become invisible, but I didn’t have the time or inclination to research that.

The moment we were inside, we silently rose back up from the glop to reassemble ourselves and, still invisible, groped around until we found each other’s hands. At this point, after all we’d been through, we assumed the government had rigged cameras and microphones everywhere in the house, exactly as they’d done in New York. And pretty much everywhere else the U.S. government had ever known or thought we might be. So we crept through the darkened, empty house as quietly as we could without disturbing anything.

Which proved a challenge, because it had been ransacked. That meant the hardest thing of all for me was not to break down and cry hysterically at seeing my childhood home in such a state. I grew up here for Chrissakes! And now everything in it lay strewn around, ripped out of the cabinets and pulled down from the shelves, holes in the walls where the FBI or somebody had gone looking for I don’t know what. A stash of stolen banknotes, maybe? Meth? A Dummies Guide to How I Got My Superpowers in Ten Easy Steps? The only reason the place didn’t stink to high heaven was because my mother always made a fetish of emptying the fridge and throwing everything in it out before going off on a trip.

And that was how I knew my parents had gotten away safely. Because they’d cleaned it out before they’d left. And taken the truck. Before the Homeland Security hurricane hit, I mean. But it was still so totally unfair that they had to be punished like this for something that had nothing to do with them. I wondered if they even knew what they were running from. Had Charlie paid them a visit sometime when Giancarlo and I were in New York? Had he sat on those very same now-slashed sofa cushions and tried to charm them into telling him everything they knew about me and my transformation? Which was nothing in the latter case. Then again, maybe he was sifting for clues from what they could tell him about my background and personality so he could guess my next move.

That alone might have been enough for them to start packing. Because the Amish tended to hide and play dumb at the first whiff of interest from the Federal government. After all, they’ve had centuries of practice. And even though my parents aren’t strictly speaking Amish any more—my mom’s family had separated from the church before she was born and become slightly more “Englisch,” using buttons and zippers and electricity and driving cars—Dad, who had left his own Old Order family to marry Mom, still retained all the dour suspicion and rock-silent clannishness of our ancestors. And he knew a million places to hide spread across four or five states.

Giancarlo impatiently tugged me down the hall—I guess he wanted to see my bedroom. Well, to be fair; what guy wouldn’t under the circumstances? Heck, I would have killed to see his childhood bedroom near Lugarno, Switzerland, though probably for goopier reasons. Well, maybe not killed, but you know what I mean.

Problem being, nothing remained in my room. Like… seriously nothing. Charlie’s people or whoever had removed every single scrap of everything from my room—the bed, the stuffed animals, my study desk, the books and computer on it, and even my dumb old high school posters, the “Periodic Table of Mixology”, Brad Pitt in The Fight Club, and of course, every aspiring young physicist’s pin-up boy, Stephen Hawking. Seeing my room bare was downright spooky. I got the distinct feeling that somewhere out there, in some anonymous government hangar in Maryland, after all my email entries and DNA and assorted other cooties had been scraped clean, Charlie Paulsen had lovingly reassembled my room like some kind of museum exhibit. You know, like for his own private worship or whatever.

Ewww…

Which was the only thought I had time for before the SWAT teams burst in through the front and back doors, spraying blue paint everywhere.


Chapter Thirty-two

After shrugging off a car fire and bullets, a fall out a two-story window didn’t scare me much.

Despite my relatively sane childhood, this wasn’t the first time I’d gone out of my bedroom window. Except, we didn’t have the time or the need to climb down the wall. Nope. I swan-dived into the ground. Well, more belly flopped. Ouch. Yeah it hurt, but it sucked a lot less than getting doused in CYCLOP-bleu.

We took off running, growing my arms out into enormous wings capable of lifting a human into the air. As soon as we achieved flight, we shrank ourselves into something resembling huge bats since the sun had begun to set.

As we flapped in the rain toward our parked car, I squeaked at Giancarlo, “How did they know we were in there?”

It’s not the easiest thing in the world for a giant bat to shrug in mid-flight, but I was pretty sure he tried. Being in bat form was handiest after dark—not only could we fly but we could chatter away at each other because our ears could hear ultrasonics more easily in that form. Also, we could simulate fur more convincingly than feathers. Of the two of us, Gianni was much better at Zoology and molecular modeling, so we had hopes of being able to communicate in the future by scent or bat-like sonar while invisible. At least, unless Charlie found a way to track us that way.

Somehow we already were. Tracked, I mean. By the time we got to the car, government agents had already loaded it onto a huge black-plated military flatbed surrounded by a circle of police and unmarked black cars with their colored lights brightly swimming in every direction. Giancarlo muttered a German cussword under his breath, okay, squeaked a German cussword under his breath. We’d lost everything we’d left behind in the Corolla, most importantly, our clothes. Wherever we headed to now, we’d have to go commando.

Just like on our very first date.

We hovered in place shaking our little heads at this new turn of events for a moment before veering off toward a dark line of trees.

“They were so fast getting here.” Giancarlo sounded shaken.

“They must have spotted us when we drove past.” I said.

“Right, but how did they know we were inside the house? It makes no sense. If they developed a tracking sensor that detects us somehow in any form we take, then we are finished.”

We landed on a branch and hung from it upside down to shelter from the rain. Actually, after our first few successful megabat transformations, Giancarlo started standing on his head for a few minutes every day, anyway. He claimed it helped him think better. The main effect it had on me was a heightened cleanliness fetish, so I began compulsively grooming my fur.

“Cheer up, hon. At least they didn’t catch us.”

Several close calls in the past gave us enough practice to get our escape routine down pretty pat. The authorities may or may not have known exactly what we could do, but they did seem to expect us going out the window. Fortunately, the eight-wheeled APC-style fire engine they’d sent around that side of the house had been a few seconds late getting there. By the time it started spraying its paralyzing mix of blue dye and concentrated phthalates—the active ingredient in Glade air fresheners and about a zillion other common household and industrial products, and more or less our Kryptonite, we’d put enough distance behind us that the vapors didn’t even reach us, zipping toward my old elementary school. Bats are incredibly fast, and can accelerate from zero to sixty mph in seconds thusly:
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...which is how we got away so quickly. But as Giancarlo implied, it might not always be so easy in the future, especially when still covered in mud, like right now.

“It must be the ultrasonics,” he said.

“But we weren’t making any noise inside the house!”

“That we knew of. Perhaps their listening devices are more precise than our senses. This means that subsonics are equally unreliable.” Even squeaking with his tiny bat larynx, Giancarlo managed to sound adorably thoughtful.

“What if we simulated a doppler effect in our sinusoidal echolocation, say, like so:”
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“That might sound more ambient.”

“Possibly. Let’s hope that will confuse them in the future.”

“Duh.”

He turned his bat-face toward me. I think he tried to raise an eyebrow.

I’d have smacked myself in the forehead if I had an arm. “Thermal. They had cameras everywhere in the place. Guarantee at least one of them saw in the thermal spectrum. Our invisibility doesn’t mask the heat we give off.”

“We don’t really understand it that well yet. It might block all radiation.”

I shook my head. “Or only the visible spectrum. Even if it did block the radiant heat of our bodies, we’d have left red footprints on the floor.”

“Ach.” He grumbled. “So where do we go now?”

“Berlin,” I said.

“Berlin? Why would we go all the way to Germany?”

“Oops, sorry. I meant, Berlin, Ohio. That’s where my dad is from and where his brother and his family live. But my guess is they’ll be closer to Tranquil Valley Lake, which isn’t too far away from Berlin and Millersburg.”

“Oh yes, you told me once—that’s where they have their summer home? But that will also be the first place the FBI will look for them. And now for us.”

“Actually, they’ll most likely be hiding out south of there, somewhere along County Highway 557. Remember when we were in their living room? Did you notice a big painted wooden cutout of an eight-pointed star with a green shamrock leaf in the middle hanging on the wall? Well, that doesn’t belong there—normally it’s buried somewhere in the garage and my mom’s favorite Monet print is there. My parents put it up there to tell me where they are.”

He bounced an echo off me inquiringly.

“It’s called a hex. The Pennsylvania Dutch farmers hang them on their barns to ward off witches and evil spells.”

“You mean…your Amish people?”

“No, no, not the Amish. Their religion forbids it. But my Uncle Abel’s in-laws have a big spread there next to a Yankee farmer, and this is the hex that used to be up on the side of his barn before he sold it. Ergo, that’s where they are.”

As I knew from countless summer “are-we-there-yet?” car trips, the drive to the Millersburg/Berlin area took exactly six hours and 32 minutes, which worked out to 438.7 miles via I-65 to I-71 N, transferring in Columbus to State Highway 62. That was about double our range in bat form for an overnight flight, so instead of tackling it right away, we flapped up above Russellville Road until we got to the entrance ramp to I-65. There we landed on the roof of the first northbound tractor trailer we spotted with Ohio plates, and settled in for the long haul, huddling our bat wings together against the driving rain, and hoping we weren’t being tracked.

Well, okay, not just hoping, in my case. I was doing a little praying, too. That my parents were safe and would be where I thought they were, and that I wasn’t leading the Feds to them, although I guess once we were caught, my mom and dad wouldn’t matter very much to Charlie and his gang anymore.

Why was the government so hot to catch us? Aside from the fact that we had almost limitless superhuman powers, most of which even we hadn’t thought of yet? And that the only other person on the face of the earth who did, too, our former mentor at CERN, turned arch-villain and evil nemesis, Dr. Orlov, had escaped from the vat of phthalates inside the deep underground vault the EU had been keeping him imprisoned in?

The quick and easy answer: because of Charlie’s snooping, they know Gianni and I were in love. See, that meant that if they could hold just one of us captive, the other would do anything they said. Like stroll into Korea or Iran and dismantle their nuclear programs. Or screw up the Russian armed columns in the Ukraine. Or whatever else American foreign policy dictated. If America even had a foreign policy anymore, which was kind of hard to tell sometimes. I mean, I guessed the reason the CIA stopped fighting ISIS, for example, was because all its agents came looking for us.

Tonight it felt like the whole world wanted us in a box. I shivered at the thought and huddled even closer.


Chapter Thirty-three

We flapped off the truck on the far side of Columbus in the middle of the night and started bickering about our next move.

I wanted to steal a car from a local dealership since we had no money or credit cards—those temporary white cardboard dealer plates were easy to alter and hard to trace. He wanted to just fly the rest of the way as big ass bats.

“But we’ll have to steal clothes once we’re there, anyway!” I said. “Neither of us can emulate clothing well enough to fool my family. And I’d feel worse about stealing from the Amish than from a car dealer. Besides, we’ll still need to get around. My parents won’t be easy to track down.”

“So your plan is to drive around in the nude?”

Actually, I was quite good at emulating clothing with the outermost layer of my epidermis. All those sewing lessons Mom had insisted on had finally come in handy. It was Gianni who wasn’t so great at falsely outfitting himself, particularly zippers and buttonholes. He had no sense of fabric, and always looked like a GI Joe doll stuffed into Ken clothes, like he had when we drove down to Bowling Green. So I figured he was just cross out of embarrassment. And maybe because it hadn’t stopped raining. We’d taken shelter under the arch of an old traffic bridge, both hanging upside down while the occasional car or truck roared by beneath us in the dark.

“I thought once we stole a car, we’d hit a Walmart and snag some real clothes,” I said. “Maybe a change of underwear. Real Bonnie and Clyde stuff.”

He shook his little furry head in disapproval. I’d forgotten that at his core he would always be Swiss and so deep down disapproved of practically everything. “It is wrong to steal.”

Well, duh.

“Look,” I said, “we’ll leave the car someplace easy for the cops to find when we’re done with it. We’ll stick a sign in it with the name and address of the dealership, okay? Heck, it will be great publicity for them if we get caught—‘Drive the car of Superheroes.’ And Walmart exploits non-unionized Third-World workers anyway, right? Sheesh, okay, I promise to mail them a check. Satisfied?”

Some criminals we were.

“I sometimes think men and women truly do have different types of brain structures,” he said. “We do not think alike.”

“Well, I’m sorry if I’m too practical to suit you.” I guess I sounded huffy, even in bat-squeak.

“It is the attraction of opposites,” he said. “Just as in physics: quark strangeness and charm.”

I didn’t point out the obvious. That it wasn’t just boson-created attraction that kept fermions together. It was propinquity, too. Like humans, their relationships fell apart with distance. And sometimes even if their nuclei just sulked and held grudges.

Actually, it turned out to be a good thing we did things my way. If we’d just flown into Amish country that night instead of driving there, we most likely would’ve never escaped…

As it was, it took us until morning to steal a nondescript used beige Ford Focus from German Chrysler Jeep Dodge Ram of Columbus. The only real damage we caused in the place happened to the lock on the key cabinet. We drove around until we spotted the nearest Walmart Supercenter. Which, of course, teemed with cleaners and stock clerks even at 5:28 AM. Not to mention security cameras. So stealing anything from the showroom floor was kind of dicey. I didn’t want a video of flying underwear showing up at the FBI. Or on the Internet. In the end, the only things we ended up scoring was a spare security guard uniform for Giancarlo from a utility closet, a blue greeter’s blouse for me—I’d have to wing the pants and shoes—and a pair of Cincinnati Reds baseball caps we found in the employees’ lounge.

We drove off looking like a pair of aliens from an old ’80s sci-fi comedy, but hopefully where we were going, nobody would notice.

But they might notice how irritable we were. As we drove up Highway 62 into the glow of dawn, I realized I felt something I hadn’t in many months—a headache coming on. And also a kind of buzzing feeling in my head, like I couldn’t think straight. Or was coming down with a cold.

But that should be impossible, right? It would be like, I don’t know, Superman getting a hangnail or breaking his leg or something.

I sneezed.

And cursed to myself. What the hell was going on?

“Are you feeling okay?” I asked the increasingly grouchy Giancarlo. Understandably, I’d forgotten exactly how to get to my uncle’s house. I mean, I was good with the area around the lake, but the roads to the south of it all looked pretty much the same, and it had been about five years since I’d even been there. Not to mention there was no way we could Google it. So it totally wasn’t my fault we were lost. I was pretty sure this was the second time we’d crossed Mill Creek on County Road 152, but there was no way of telling, because it looked exactly like 59.

“Of course. Everything is good.”

I could never tell if Giancarlo was being sarcastic or not, so I tried appealing to his inner white knight. “You’re not getting a headache, are you? Because I’m starting to feel like I’m getting sick or something. Really weak…”

“Now that you mention it, yes, my head is hurting a bit.” He sounded surprised. “That shouldn’t be happening. And Mira…”

“What?”

“You’re not wearing any pants. Or shoes any longer.”

I looked down. He was right. Worse, the skin that showed was the real me, not the Hollywood stars I kind of cheated by imitating a little. Worse yet, my thighs could use a little shave here and there. I tried, even strained, to re-emulate a pair of navy blue pants, but my epidermal atoms weren’t having any of it.

I tried rushing some new ones to the surface, but nope. Nothing.

“Giancarlo!” I said in sheer, total panic. “I’ve lost my superpowers! I can’t shift or alter my form in any way! I can’t even turn invisible… and I bet neither can you! Look at your feet.”

Okay, I might have given him a hard time about his fake shoes earlier—I might have even called them “Frankenstein boots”—but, hey, at least they looked a little like real ones. Right now, he drove barefoot. And below my stolen blouse, I was naked as a jaybird.

“You’re right,” he said, and promptly pulled off the road. The Focus ended up half on the dirt shoulder and half against a fence-post. A group of Amish kids in black pants and white smocks worked harvesting apples in an orchard about fifty yards off. They all stopped and stared at us. “We have been poisoned by phthalates, I think. Probably a diethyl ester or benzenedicarbolic, something airborne.”

“Not the car? Or the clothes?”

He shook his head. “It is not topical. We don’t have the usual burning sensation—except there is a tingling in my throat. You, also?”

I nodded gloomily. “It’s something in the air.” I looked around at the bright sunshine dappling the apple trees, the golden meadow still damp with the night’s rain, the hand-hewed wood fences, the white-painted house and barn behind the trees. It seemed impossible that anything could have poisoned this little rustic paradise. “Do you think they could have sprayed this whole area just to catch us? I mean, I don’t think even Charlie has that much clout.”

“I wish you would stop calling him Charlie.”

“Okay, I mean, I don’t think even his task force could get government clearance for that.”

“From what I have seen, I’m not sure they would need it,” said Giancarlo. “But we heard no aircraft overhead. To do this to us, they would need firefighting equipment, perhaps tanker planes.”

He started the car again and managed to get us back on the road after slipping back and forth a few times. Meanwhile, the oldest and boldest of the Amish kids approached us, dressed very much like we were—dusty and barefoot. I pulled my blouse down as far as it would go and leaned over Giancarlo to speak through the open window.

“Do you know where the Verborgens live?” I asked the kid in Dietsch.

He peered rudely at us, obviously trying to check out my bare legs. “Ya, dree bauereiheiser.” He nodded.

“Three farms away?” Giancarlo verified as we pulled away. “He was staring at you like you were a porn star. I thought these people were supposed to be so polite.”

“Where did you get that idea? The Amish can be as rude as anyone. Besides, all the boys that age are sex fiends. They do nothing but steal bras and talk dirty until they come back from rumschpringe and settle down.” I laughed, which made my head hurt, so I had to lean back against the seat and close my eyes. “Oh well, let’s look on the bright side. Maybe if we really have lost our superpowers and are normal people again, we can settle down here forever and have lots of kids like that of our very own…”

Actually, that didn’t sound like such a bad plan to me right then.


Chapter Thirty-four

Things didn’t go so well at first when we got to the Verborgen farm.

Which was sort of my fault, because I didn’t have pants. So I had to send Giancarlo up to knock at the door of the big house instead of doing it myself. Not only was he a stranger to them, but he also looked like a kind of rent-a-cop. And he was barefoot, which made him seem even crazier.

At least I warned him to speak German.

“But why? The German they speak sounds more like Holländisch to me, Dutch, I mean. I thought they all spoke English.”

“They do, all except for the most extreme Old Order Amish. But not always to strangers—or guys who look like cops.” Or if they have any kind of trouble with the neighbors or are getting the worst of some kind of business deal. In fact, when any of my Verborgen relatives ever got cross at me, they would just switch to Dietsch and pretend they couldn’t understand my accent. They are very stubborn people. And so am I, come to think of it. “Now, don’t forget—ask for my uncle, Abel Verborgen, and tell him I’m in the car and need some clothes, that we’ve been robbed and they took everything, including our shoes.”

That was the cover story we’d come up with, but hearing it spoken aloud like that? Yeah, it sounded pretty feeble. Giancarlo just raised his eyebrows.

“And yet we are also hiding from the authorities?”

“Well, that part he’ll believe. It’s pretty much the history of being Amish. Besides, he’s probably already hiding my parents, and I’m sure they’ve told him why.”

“Okay. For you, I’ll do it.” He got out of the car and winced when his bare soles hit the gravel. “Ouch! I’m not so used to pain anymore,” he said. “Never tell me I don’t love you, Mira.” And he hobbled up through the wooden gate and up the driveway toward the house, carefully avoiding a pair of milch cows grazing in the front yard, while I watched from the car.

Everything looked almost exactly as it had the last time I’d been here. A pair of black four-wheeled family-sized buggies sat parked at the side of the big house, their trace shafts dipping into the ground. The brook still trickled out of the woods and down one side of the drive to drain into a culvert under the road. As a kid, I’d played in it. My uncle had pulled down a few trees and built extensions to one of the barns and the “Daddihaus” round the back, which is a separate house for the grandparents, in this case, my aunt Rosella’s mother and father. The same wheat field still stood along one side of the road, bounded by the driveway; the crop’s dusty flag leaves rippled drowsily in the breeze, a stiff one from the east. This should have given me a clue what was going on, but at the time I didn’t have the data.

The sun shone brightly. Birds sang in the trees, and way off in the distance, dogs barked. It was hard to believe the air was invisibly poisoned.

My dreamy little trip down memory lane didn’t last long. I heard shouting from the house. Uncle Abel always had a bad temper with strangers. But a few minutes later, a group of women rushed down from the front porch like a flock of bluebirds in white bonnets. They surrounded the car, clucking at me and handing me clothes through the window. I recognized my cousin Sarah, who couldn’t stop giggling, and my aunt Rosella, who was totally not amused. The other two young women I didn’t recognize; one of them might have been my obnoxious cousin Ezra’s new wife. An Amish bride usually goes to live with her husband’s family until their new home is built, which can sometimes take years.

“Iss de Englisher sie mann?” the youngest of the girls wanted to know. “Er iss schnee…”

“He’s not my husband yet, but we’ve come here to get married,” I said in Dietsch. “And he’s not English, he’s Schwyzer.” But okay, yeah, he’s schnee, I thought but didn’t say aloud. Schnee is Amish for hot—though, weirdly, it literally means “snow.”

“And he saw you like this?” Aunt Rosella dumped a shapeless black dress over my head. You’d never in a million years imagine from her forbidding face and disapproving tone that she’d gone totally wild during her own Rumschringe, smoking weed and even getting a tramp-stamp on her butt (according to rumor), until Uncle Abel finally had to go down to Lexington looking like the Prophet Jeremiah and drag her out of some crack house kicking and screaming back to Ohio to marry him.

“He didn’t look.”

Which set off another round of merriment among the younger women, along with a few muttered jokes about unbundling.

The young woman I’d correctly guessed was my new cousin-in-law was named Bertha, and the even younger one, Lucinda, turned out to be her little sister, who was staying with my uncle’s family for now because their parents’ house had burned down.

“So you’re all having a frolic,” I said politely. A frolic is when women get together to have fun while they’re doing their chores.

They laughed at this, too—even Aunt Rosella’s scowl softened a little.

“You can’t get married here, Mira,” she said flatly. “Neither of you follows the Order. And Abel is a deacon now.”

At least she wasn’t shunning me, though I always got the vibe that she would have kind of liked to. For one thing, she was jealous of my mom, who had always been way better-looking than her. But technically, neither of my parents was totally eligible for die Ban, because even though Dad had left their church after his baptism, he and Mom had joined a Mennonite one in Kentucky where they’d been married. And Abel generally pretended nothing had really happened, anyway; he and Dad had been very close.

“Wie bist du heit, Mira?” Sarah asked as we followed the others up the drive on foot. They’d even thought to bring me a pair of shapeless black slippers and a white kapp. I felt like the chick in that movie Witness. “You look like you feel sick.”

“Just a headache.”

“Die Mira hot en koppweh,” Sarah told her mother. “I’ll make some sage tea.”

“Ach, give her an aspirin first.”

Inside the house, I found Giancarlo already seated at the big table with my uncle Abel. Both men got up when we walked in. They were dressed alike now, Gianni most likely in my cousin Ezra’s castoffs. The white shirt—it’s a myth that the Amish don’t use buttons, by the way—and baggy black pants looked a size too big and maybe an inch too short.

Uncle Abel gave me a big hug, and I noticed he was looking older—his beard was grey now.

“I’m sorry to just show up and surprise you like this, Onkel,” I said, still in Dietsch.

He stared at me. “It’s no surprise, Mira. We were expecting you. Your mother and father aren’t far away—I’ll take you to see them tomorrow. In the meantime,” he turned to Giancarlo, “you should better bring your automobile up here from the road. We’ll hide it in one of the barns.”

I started translating this into Schwyzerdeutsch, but Giancarlo told me he understood. “It’s not so different once I am used to it.”

After he left, Uncle Abel and I sat down again and he gave me another hard stare.

“Last week, Jacob came to me with a crazy story, that the government spies on them because of you. Something that happened to you in die Schwitz?” The Amish have a morbid fascination with Switzerland, because it’s where we’re all originally from. Of course, it’s also where most of the church martyrs were tortured or burned alive. He waved off my attempt to explain what had happened to us. “Nee, I don’t want to try to understand it. That is not the important thing. But he says these Englisch policemen want to catch you and cage you up like an animal.”

This was actually a pretty concise analysis of the situation. Without a whole lot of data to work with, my parents had pretty much cut right to the chase. I nodded.

“That is not right. Naturally, we’ll do everything to help you. Your young man, too.”

“Thanks, Uncle Abel,” I said.

“But the two of you should be married as quickly as possible. Otherwise, there will be talk.”

Talk? Knowing his neighbors and the Amish in general, it would probably only take about half a day before the news reached Lancaster County, PA, of a pair of half-naked strangers showing up at his door in a stolen car. Hopefully, it would take longer than that for any of those rumors to actually reach local law enforcement officials.

Like, years.

“Ya, we both want that, too, Onkel. But there may be some problems with the invitations…”


Chapter Thirty-five

Mom, Dad, I want you to meet—I mean, I’d like you to um—uh, this is Giancarlo, the man I’m going to marry…”

Well, the moment wasn’t going exactly how I’d rehearsed it mentally. I guess maybe I’d imagined that Gianni and I would fly over to Bowling Green in full-on “Transformers” mode—he was still working the bugs out of our previous attempts to do that—after having performed some incredible planet-saving feat that would make everybody in the world too grateful to try to imprison us in a lab again and, you know, run any more tests on us. And basically, everywhere we went, everybody would cheer. Anyway, in this fantasy, we’d just land on my parents’ front lawn and shift back into being us, and my parents would be all like, “wow, you must be the great Giancarlo we’ve been hearing about”—you get the idea.

What I didn’t expect was that when we finally tracked Mom and Dad down, we’d all meet in a kind of giant former kennel in the backwoods they were cleaning out next to a reservoir lake on the Ohio-Pennsylvania border. It had taken us all of the next day to get there in a horse and buggy along back roads, and Giancarlo and I were both feeling like sardines that had been packed together rattling around in a tin can for the last twelve hours. Apparently, carriage springs were a too-modern invention, too, like electricity and computers. Uncle Abel had driven us there, and my cousin Sarah and the younger Yoder sister, Lucinda, had come, too, I guess for something to do. Hey, when you’re Amish, pretty much anything is an exciting adventure.

So there was a small crowd of us when we got there—there being a run-down farm in Ashtabula County, just south of Lake Erie, that had been the site of a semi-legal but totally evil “puppy mill” run by its previous owners. I’d hoped that the toxic effects of the phthalate poisoning would wear off the farther we got from Berlin, but no such luck. We didn’t feel any worse, but we didn’t feel any better, either.

To make matters worse, Mom and Dad were totally shell-shocked by what they’d seen cleaning out the kennel. “They’d been starving the poor animals in there, Mira—hundreds of them!” my Mom said as soon as we’d hugged and kissed.

Dad just shook his head. He was wearing a straw hat and growing a little fringe beard, too, for protective coloration. “And the smell. All crushed together, summer and winter in the heat and the snow. Reuben just came back from taking the last of them to the animal shelter. Die Hündinnen they killed with pistols when they could carry no more litters.”

Reuben Yoder—Bertha and Lucinda’s older brother—had just bought the farm, with a loan from Uncle Abel, it turned out, and was restoring the farmhouse with his wife and two young kids. Mom and Dad were there posing as her parents, and they were all living in tents pitched in the farmyard between the outbuildings while they did the remodeling work inside. Since there was a bunch of us there, and we were all dressed like “Plain People,” as the Amish call it, I guess at first they’d taken Giancarlo to be Lucinda’s boyfriend. So they looked pretty startled when I grabbed his hand and tugged him forward.

I recited my super-articulate little introduction speech, and they just stared at us, kind of goggle-eyed.

Finally, Giancarlo stepped forward. “Giancarlo Colombo.”

“Dr. Giancarlo Colombo,” I added proudly. “He’s a physicist like me.”

Gianni shook hands with both of them, and gave my mother a little kiss on the cheek, which went over well. His little speech, about how happy he was to meet them and how much he had heard about them, and so on, sounded way better than mine, and I wondered if he’d been secretly practicing it.

“Ach, ya—we saw you on the neighbors’ television,” my father said. “You were with my daughter in Switzerland when she had the accident.”

“And then there was that terrible siege situation at CERN,” Mom chimed in. She seemed to have taken into her head that Giancarlo had saved my life there, which he sort of had, so I let her go on thinking that. But I could tell they liked him already, anyway. I mean, rationally, who wouldn’t?

Aside from the FBI and Homeland Security and most especially, Charlie Paulsen…

We’d arrived after dark, so we all ate supper together on picnic tables from a cookfire in an ancient brick grill. By night, lit only by big oil lamps, the place looked like a set for one of those I Know What You Did Last Summer slasher flicks. But hey, at least we were all together at last.

The meal was a pot-luck chicken roascht, but Sarah and Lucinda had brought along a couple of pies as a present from Aunt Rosella, one blueberry and one apple, which we had for dessert.

“Appenditlich!” the two Yoder kids kept singing to themselves, as they had seconds. Meaning the pies were yummy, not that they’d given the kids appendicitis. That was still on the table, though, if their mother said yes to thirds.

After supper, we held a pow-wow; me, Giancarlo, Mom and Dad and Uncle Abel, while Sarah and Lucinda washed the dishes at the well, and the Yoders, Reuben and Martha, set up another couple of tents for us. Giancarlo would have one to himself—last night we’d slept in separate kammer—and I’d have to bunk in with Sarah and Lucinda again, which I was not looking forward to. Sarah snored. Technically, Gianni and I no longer needed sleep at all, but ever since we’d lost our powers, it felt good to lie in the dark and rest our eyes and throbbing temples.

But we were used to being together pretty much all the time now, and it sucked not to be.

Luckily, Mom had her priorities straight. “You two are in love. You should be married right away.”

“That’s what Uncle Abel said,” I said. “And that’s why we came out here in the first place. But he can’t marry us—we’re not Ordnung.”

Abel shook his head and cleared his throat. “There are many churches here.” He switched to accented English in deference to my mom. “Some are not so strict as we, maybe. The White Top Nebraskans might marry you.” This was a sect that drove white buggies in defiance of the other Amish.

“Or the Mennonites who married us,” Mom suggested.

“Too dangerous,” said Dad. I’d just told him what had happened to their house, and he was white hot with fury. Being Dad, and not Uncle Abel, I knew he’d never show it, just simmer. “Now we know what these people will do. Besides, without getting a proper license and giving their names, the marriage wouldn’t be legal.”

“Why are these government dummkoppen coming after you so much?” asked Abel. “I still don’t understand. It is because of your secret job uff die Schwitz?”

So Giancarlo and I tried to explain—again. As the result of what we’d thought was an accident but was really an act of programmed sabotage, the Large Hadron Collider at CERN had quenched, or overloaded, with us trapped down in the tunnel that housed the rings themselves. The result was that, along with Dr. Peter Orlov, our boss and the man who had deliberately caused the meltdown, every atom in our bodies had been annihilated and then reassembled. But with a big difference. At first, we’d been invisible; then, after we’d figured out how to fix that, we discovered that we had what amounted to superpowers.

Dad and Abel had been following all this with difficulty. The Amish only allow their kids to be educated up to eighth grade, which was why Mom’s parents had left the church. So, even though they had the equivalent of a college degree these days in terms of actual general knowledge, it still meant they didn’t exactly have a basic grasp of quantum mechanics. And Mom, who’s a schoolteacher and so is sure she knows everything, kept interrupting to ask questions.

“I don’t get it, Mira,” she said. “If you have all these amazing powers now, then why are you forced to hide like this? Why can’t you just, I don’t know—fly away? And then frighten these people in Washington somehow into leaving us alone!”

I could tell from her tone that not only was she skeptical about my supposed powers, but that she also sort of blamed me for the whole mess. I guess nobody’s a superhero to their mom…

“Because we have been poisoned by something in the air, Mrs. Verborgen,” said Giancarlo. “We call it our Kryptonite. We don’t know whether the government has sprayed it over this area or whether it is some sort of industrial pollutant, but since we have come to Ohio, we have become weak and not able to transform ourselves any longer. Also, we feel ill all the time.”

“But we’re still fundamentally altered,” I added. “Here, I can prove it to you.” I took my mom’s hand and put her fingertips to my throat. “See? No pulse.”

I really wasn’t prepared for what happened next. My mother staggered and actually half-fainted before I caught her.


Chapter Thirty-six

As a kid, I convinced myself I was kind of funny-looking.

So every time Mom and I would get into a fight, which didn’t happen often compared to most people, she’d say, “You’ll understand someday when you’re married and have kids of your own.” I’d always reply, “Who’d want to marry me?”

Now, all these years later, I’d finally found my answer—Giancarlo. Now on to more mundane questions: who could we find to marry us?

“Jabberwacky,” said Giancarlo.

“Huh?”

“You know, our friend Jabberwacky in New York. Tino Ray. The motor-mouth, you call him because he is so super-hyperactive. You are forgetting that while he was in prison, he turned to religion and became a minister by mail. He could marry us. He could even take out the license in New York—that way, DHS might think we were back there instead of here.”

“What do you mean, in prison?” my mother wanted to know.

“I told you, Mom—people with super powers are always getting persecuted by the government. That’s why we always have our own secret clubhouses and lairs and stuff.” Dad and Abel stared at each other in bafflement. They’d grown up without the educational benefits of TV or comic books—I doubt they even knew who Superman or Batman were. “But how do we even get in touch with him?” I asked Gianni.

“If we can find a telephone, I can call him. I know he works for a company called Tacanco near Times Square.”

Dad and Abel exchanged significant looks again.

Abel nodded. “There is a store in Andover, Yohman’s, that sells the prepaid cell phones. You stay hidden in the buggy for the cameras, I will go inside. There also will be—wie sag?” He made a gesture encompassing the sky. Uncle Abel was a big man, dressed more or less for church, so it was an impressive gesture.

“Phone reception?” I suggested.

“Yes, reception.” It occurred to me that this wouldn’t be the first time Uncle Abel had bought a “burner.” The Amish aren’t supposed to use any kind of telephone, but it’s the one rule they all seem to break at every opportunity, especially the teenagers. I’d noticed Sarah and Lucinda sneaking off whenever they spotted an old-fashioned public telephone.

“I will pay, Abe,” said my father, pulling out a roll of bills.

I could tell that both men liked Giancarlo in spite of themselves. Why wouldn’t they? He was good-looking, had asked them intelligent questions about the remodeling job and volunteered to help while we were there, but best of all, he spoke German. Aside from the religion thing, he must have seemed like a pretty good catch. And as a first step in converting him, Uncle Abel had already loaned him his Ausbund, which is the Amish book of hymns.

I got to spend the next morning helping out with the cooking while my “young man” drove into town with Uncle Abel. I hadn’t liked spending a sleepless night apart from him, and I liked being separated from him now even less. What if something happened? What if he got sicker and went into a coma, which is what happened once before when we were over-exposed to phthalates? Or what if the Feds somehow spotted him and picked him up?

Mom had been right. Suddenly, I knew exactly how she’d felt that first morning I’d gone off to school on my own. And, just like for her twenty years ago, with no cell phone.

To make matters worse, I now had Mom herself on hand, or should I say underfoot, to gently guilt me about everything that had happened ever since I’d flown off to Europe. And the truth was, I did feel terrible about how little I’d been in touch with them. No wonder she was still in shock about all the things that had happened to us. She hadn’t even known I was seeing someone—my parents had pretty much had a “don’t ask, don’t tell” policy about my sex life since I’d gone off to college—and now suddenly I was getting married. She hadn’t even known I had superpowers, although I didn’t have any at the moment, thanks to the weird Kryptonite poisoning. We’d always told each other more or less everything (except, you know, the my sex life thing), and I guess she was feeling kind of hurt and left out and scared for me. And maybe even of me.

And probably pretty scared and sorry for herself, too, since she’d heard how her house had been trashed. I’d been so wrapped up in myself, I hadn’t even realized that she and Dad might have to spend the rest of their lives on the run in Amish country, moving from farm to farm, living on other people’s charity, with nothing to call their own. And all because of me.

This thought made me really lose it, for the first time since all this started. It was just so damn unfair!

So while the kielbasa baked, or more accurately charred, on the rusting grill over the smoking ash pit, we had a good cry together. Or, rather, Mom had a good cry while I hugged her.

“I’m sorry, Mom,” I said when she noticed my lack of tears. “I can’t cry anymore.”

I could, of course, secrete molecules that accurately mimicked the function under normal conditions, but not while I was poisoned like this. It was a little like being an animated statue—an animated statue with a permanent migraine—and Gianni and I hadn’t even attempted to have sex since it started, though it wasn’t as if we’d had the privacy to do so, anyway.

Afterwards, Mom and I went for a little walk together so she could show me the rest of the farm. It was about eighty acres of mostly oats and popcorn for livestock feed for the cows that hadn’t arrived yet. The Yoders planned to manufacture Swiss cheese. There were also a whole bunch of fruit trees, but most of the tree cover consisted of grey-green pines that got more and more stubby as we approached the reservoir. This lay on the other side of a semi-deserted two-lane highway. The day was overcast, and the waters of Lake Pyamatuning, as it was called, looked bleak and lifeless and mud-colored, like a sneak preview of winter.

“We’re in the snow belt here.” Mom shivered. “If we stay the winter, we’ll get the lake effect from Erie.”

A warm wind blew off the water, smelling of rubber and rotting fish. Somewhere out there was the dividing line between Ohio and Pennsylvania, but there was no safety for me on either side. To add to the overall scenic beauty of the day, it started to drizzle, so we turned around and walked back toward the farm. I wasn’t worried about getting spotted from the road. We both looked totally Amish in our dark blue full-length dresses, black boots, and white bonnets and aprons; nobody local would look twice at the sight of us.

Although Giancarlo claimed I looked totally hot. He said that when I wore clothes like that it made him spend all his time wondering what was underneath. For a Swiss guy who didn’t say much, he showed a real talent for saying pretty much exactly the right thing whenever he did open his mouth. Maybe that was his Italian heritage. Weirdly, however, German was his first language; he’d only learned Italian as a kid to please his parents.

“What’s that?” I asked Mom suddenly, stopping and pointing. A few miles in the distance, on the other side of the state park, something metallic was poking up like a miniature Eiffel Tower over the tree line.

“I don’t know,” said Mom. “A tower for cell phones, maybe?”

“It looks like an oil rig to me.”

“Let’s ask your father.”

“Is Dad as upset as you are at me?”

“I’m not upset at you, Mira, just at this whole situation.”

“I know. Me, too,” I said bitterly. “Upset and totally pissed off, pardon my French. But it’s not my fault, Mom! I didn’t ask for this to happen to me.”

I must have sounded like I was twelve or something, because she put her arm around me and squeezed me hard against her the rest of the way back.

I’d hoped to find the sun shining and Giancarlo waiting for us when we got back, but no luck. Horse-drawn buggies have a superpower, too—they’re super-slow. Giancarlo and Dad and Uncle Abel didn’t get back until everyone was halfway through eating lunch.

“My news is that I reached Tacanco and talked to him,” Gianni said first thing, smiling at how happy I was to see him. “Actually, I had great trouble getting off the phone with him. He’s very enthusiastic at the idea of performing the wedding—he said it will be his first, outside of prison. He will fly to Cleveland tonight, rent a car and then drive here. But he is insisting that we must also have a maid of honor and an usher, so he will bring Reveka Grunberg with him, as well. I couldn’t talk him out of it. In fact, I could hardly talk at all; you know what he’s like. Also, as he said, Reveka works at City Hall, so we need her to arrange for the license; normally, it takes twenty-four hours, and we would both have to be there in person.”

I sighed. Reveka was Minute Maid. Now we’d have Minute Maid and Jabberwacky running our wedding.

What could possibly go wrong?


Chapter Thirty-seven

When Tino—Jabberwacky—finally found the Yoder farm late that same night, it turned out that Minute Maid wasn’t his only passenger.

He’d also brought along the Human Flashlight and Flash’s new girlfriend, Sliderwoman, who I totally couldn’t stand. She was a short “Goth girl” in her early forties who dyed her hair blue and chain-smoked. Her superpower was that she drained electricity—streetlights, battery-operated watches, anything within a mile or so—which made her the ideal girlfriend for Flash, I guess. It also made her an ideal candidate for the Amish Plain Life. The reason Jabber ran so late was that they’d had to stop and buy two new car batteries on the drive down from Cleveland.

The Human Flashlight was a few years younger than “Slidey,” as he called her; skinny, nerdy and balding. Reveka, Minute Maid, looked like a sort of chubbier, plainer version of Selma Hayek—she liked to dress up, though, and wore a costume modeled on Carmen Miranda. And Jabberwacky…well, he was just his usual self. A greying, Italian-looking roly-poly dude who looked and talked like a squirrel on steroids.

Flash must have correctly interpreted the looks on my and Giancarlo’s faces when he and Slidey got out of the rental Dodge Shadow, because he quickly said, “The rest of the guys at the Legion sent us. Tino said you two were in trouble—that you’d lost your super-powers? Everybody’s worried.”

“Thanks.” I tried to sound grateful, but seriously? I mean, no offense, just how in the heck were any of them going to bail us out of this hole we were in with their dinky little powers? A guy who could talk—and drive—twice as fast as ordinary people, a chick who could move time backwards or forwards one whole minute, another who could drain car batteries, and a dude who could light up like a torch. It wasn’t exactly the X-Men…

On the other hand, I was the last person in the world to talk at the moment, since Gianni and I were both still totally powerless.

“But I still don’t get it,” said Slidey. “You say you lose your powers when you’re exposed to this shit that’s in, say, Glade air fresheners?”

Sliderwoman lit another cigarette. It was just after breakfast the next morning, and she’d already smoked two, by my count. “God, I would totally kill to have my so-called talent disappear. I could actually use my Samsung for more than ten minutes at a time. How come it doesn’t affect us?”

Did I mention she was annoying?

“I thought I told you, Girl Face,” said Flash. “Their Evil Nemesis is a chemical called phthalates. It’s just personal for them. Everybody’s got their own. Mine is solar flares. See?” He switched himself on and off a few times, and the Yoder kids stared in open-mouthed fascination at the greyish blur his bones made in the glow. “Theirs doesn’t affect me at all.”

“I wish somebody would figure out what my Nemesis is,” Sliderwoman muttered, blowing out a cloud of smoke. Amen to that, I almost said.

“And you still don’t know where it’s coming from?” Minute Maid joined us with a mug of coffee. The Amish do drink coffee, but brew it differently so it tastes way more concentrated and bitter, more like a paste or syrup. “My major no-no is WiFi. I’m really nervous about that microwave relay station over there.” She nodded at the distant tower, which was glinting in the morning sun.

My father cleared his throat. “That’s not a cell phone tower, miss. It’s an oil derrick.”

“Oil?” said Jabber. “I thought that was all supposed to be state parkland. That’s what Google said.” You couldn’t see the tower in the dark, but you could see the blinking red lights on its top.

“Ya, the story is here,” my father showed him a copy of The Budget, an Amish newspaper he must have picked up in Andover. “The state of Ohio leases the parkland for fracking.”

Giancarlo took it from him and read aloud:

“Visitors to our fair state are often surprised to learn that Ohio is not only home to the largest Amish population in the world, but is also part of the explosive growth of the shale-oil extraction industry. Along with our neighbors Pennsylvania and West Virginia, the Buckeye State sits atop the rich Utica Shelf Shale oil and gas fields, mostly drilled by lease in state parks to the east and southeast. Thus Amish farm country now finds itself ringed by drilling rigs and oil refineries.

Along with increased revenues in state coffers come concerns about air quality and groundwater contamination. Benzene, a carcinogen, is the most common, as is formaldehyde, which has been linked to cancer. Hydrogen sulfide, which smells like rotten eggs and can affect the brain and upper-respiratory system, has also been found. Horizontal fracking uses up to 300 tons of a mixture of 750 chemicals, many of them proprietary, and millions of gallons of water per frack. This water then becomes contaminated and must be cleaned and disposed of.

Natural gas comes up wet and has to be separated from the wastewater on the surface. This wastewater can be highly toxic. Holding ponds and handling mishaps can release this toxic brew into the environment. Surface evaporation of VOCs coming into contact with diesel exhaust from trucks and generators at the well site can produce ground level ozone. Ozone plumes can travel up to 250 miles.”

“That is what has happened to us, Mira!” You could just about see the glowing lightbulb over Gianni’s head. “Benzene produces phthalate ester rings—and we are trapped here breathing them in by these ozone plumes as long as the wind is from the east. Until it changes, we are helpless as babies.”

“It will change soon, I think,” said Reuben Yoder in English. “Here, mostly the wind comes from Canada. Not so much from the east.”

But could we afford to wait around much longer? That was the question. I arched my eyebrows at Giancarlo, and he shrugged. We both knew it was only a matter of time before Charlie’s people got a fix on our new location. Only that morning we’d heard a helicopter over the reservoir.

“It would be smart to have our wedding as quickly as possible,” Giancarlo said. “And then leave at once. Every minute we are here, we are putting our hosts in more danger.”

“Ich verschreck net graad,” growled Uncle Abel, who had joined us. I don’t scare so easy.

“But we haven’t had time to prepare!” said my mom. “A wedding is a big deal.”

“Ya, because it must last forever.” Uncle Abel then turned to Giancarlo and said in Dietsch. “Our people do not believe in divorce. And I think in your heart you may be one like us. Did you read any of the prayers and songs in the Ausbund?” Maybe he hoped to convert him.

Giancarlo gave me a funny look. “Yes, they were very beautiful, very moving. It gave me pleasure to think of Mira singing these when she was a child.”

“Don’t just stand there, we have so much cooking to do!” My cousin Sarah interrupted. “It’s the most important part of een Hochzich. It’s also the only time the men will help in the kitchen. Are Maam and Ezra and everybody else still coming today, Daedi? We’ll need to start roasting the chickens, make mashed potatoes and gravy, and, of course, the bride’s cake. Wouldn’t it be wonderful if we could make ice cream, too?” she asked Martha Yoder.

“We’ll pay for everything,” my mother said. Which worried me, because I knew they couldn’t have left Bowling Green with much cash, but the Yoders looked relieved.

“It is our day, too,” said Dad.

When I started to argue, Minute Maid took me aside. “They’re right, actually. This is the most important day of your life, and you shouldn’t just rush through with things. You’ll always be sorry if you do—I know I was.”

“You were married?”

“Once. For about two minutes.”

So I was forced to just hang around the place and do nothing all day while everybody else worked their butts off. Well, not exactly nothing. Even though this wasn’t going to be a wedding within the church, and even though Giancarlo and I weren’t believers—though I’m not exactly an unbeliever, either—Uncle Abel couldn’t help himself. He just had to give us an Abroth, which is a kind of prayer-filled pep talk/counseling session every Amish couple gets on their wedding day from their bishop or ministers. He talked a lot about Uffgevva, which means submitting your will to that of God, because to the Amish, marriage is a sacrament you make and constantly share with Him. He’s always present in both the bedchamber and at the breakfast table, so you have to swallow your ego and your anger when they threaten to wreck things. Which I can totally sign on with.

It seemed impossible to me that I could love anyone so much, or even more miraculously, that Giancarlo could love me back, without God being pretty much involved…

Then after making a couple of very dumb jokes—and believe me, there is nothing on earth less subtle than the Amish idea of potty humor—Uncle Abel turned red in the face and asked if we had any questions about “the sex.” I started to giggle and tell him that Giancarlo could teach a class on the subject, but for once, I kept my big mouth shut. Gianni just kept nodding solemnly. He seemed like he was in a little trance, and I realized how weird this all must be for him, so far from home and pledging in front of a bunch of very weird 17th-Century strangers to spend the rest of his life, which for all we knew might be eternal, married to just one single person.

Me.

And of course, he had to be missing his own family on his “big day,” even though his parents were divorced and both living with other people. Which made me feel doubly blessed to have Mom and Dad here with me. Triply, really; I couldn’t believe how easily everyone had accepted him as one of their own, even the Yoders, who were unrelated to us and pretty conservative and standoffish. And it was obvious that he really liked my parents; things he’d been saying about them had made me see them in a whole new light. My mom, Ruth, who was always so definite and opinionated and, okay, bossy, was actually still amazingly hot-looking for a middle-aged woman who never wore makeup, and the country air seemed to have softened her and perked up her complexion. He said she looked a lot like me, which was quite a compliment, since I’d grown up thinking of her as being really beautiful and, you know, an impossible standard to live up to. In every way.

And Jacob, my dad…I mean, what can you say about him? Gentle, soft-spoken, with the strongest arms in the world and that quiet, confident smile, face tanned brown as a nut in summer around those wise grey eyes—I’d watched him and my sweetie really bond over the short time they’d known each other, and for me it was like an answer to a prayer, having the people you love start to really love each other, too.

One way or another, though, I knew these precious few hours we all had together as a family were about to come crashing to an end. What I had no way of knowing was exactly when. And how…


Chapter Thirty-eight

But I should have guessed.

Late that afternoon, while the other women were setting up the eck, or bride and groom’s corner of the feasting table (this is a really big deal at Amish weddings, because let’s face it, there’s not much room for being “fancy,” as they call it, in other ways), Mom and I went for a long walk together.

“I feel like I should tell you something important and meaningful, Miriam, but the only really good advice I can give is to never go to sleep angry with each other. Always try to talk it out before bedtime.”

“Okay, Mom.”

Hey, give me credit—at least I didn’t roll my eyes.

“Are you completely sure you want to go through with this?” she said. “You know, your father and I rushed into things—we were still really strangers when we ran off together and got married. I just worry about you doing the same thing.”

“Are you sorry you did?”

“No, of course not!” She seemed shocked. “But we were lucky. And we had you. But you and Giancarlo…” She let it hang in the air. I’d confessed to her that we’d probably never have kids together, not unless there were some major advances in superpower fertility medicine. Frankly, I didn’t see that happening.

“Don’t you like him?” I asked.

“Oh, I do! Please don’t think—that’s not what I meant at all. He’s a wonderful young man, and I think he loves you madly.” She blushed. “I think you may both be lucky, too. But you’re starting life together off with so many things stacked against you, that’s all.”

This time, I took her hand. “That’s why we have to grab for all the happiness we can while we still have a chance.” Without thinking about it, we’d retraced our steps from the day before, past a field of green corn and through the trees leading to the lake. Its cold blue-brown waters rippled along the other side of the ribbon of road. “You know, Mom, I always dreamed of getting married on a beach. I wonder if—”

The words froze on my lips. The boughs of the grey-green pines had swayed and parted in the breeze off the lake; through them, I’d caught a sudden glimpse of a pair of black Yukon Denalis parked on the shoulder. In the other direction up the road, there was the twinkling glitter of sunlight on chrome bumpers, and another flash of black. The same cars that had surrounded us in Bowling Green. They were probably parked all over back roads surrounding the farm on every side.

“They’ve found us.” My headache pounded—I felt rottener and more scared than I had at any time since Gianni and I been trapped and imprisoned in Switzerland. Crap! It seemed like everything in the world was conspiring to wreck my wedding day.

We raced back to the farmhouse. When we got there, we found that Aunt Rosella had arrived in another closed family buggy driven by Cousin Ezra and his wife Lucinda. They were certain they’d been followed there by a black government car—I guess it’s easy to spot when you’re being tailed in a buggy because you’re going so slow. And they were pretty sure they’d spotted more police outside of Andover and when they turned off to the Yoder farm.

“The Englisch allowed us in,” said Ezra, “but maybe they won’t let us out again so easy.”

Giancarlo and I walked a little ways off from the others. The three Amish buggies stood lined up like hearses in the rutted drive with their traces empty and dragging. The new arrivals’ horses were already stabled with the others, being groomed and fed.

“How did they find us so soon, do you think?” he asked. “Drones?”

“Maybe. I don’t know. Not from overhead, anyway. I mean, look how we’re dressed—just like the others. I’m wearing a kapp, and you’re in a straw hat.”

“Ah, the SIM chips in our New York friends’ cellphones.”

“That sounds too smart. I think it probably just took this long for Homeland Security to get the highway photos from the Ohio State Police of Jabber’s rental car license plates, then trace them by traffic cameras to here.”

He looked doubtful. “But why haven’t they already moved in on us? I don’t understand it. He’s not afraid of the publicity.” He didn’t even like to mention Charlie’s name.

An idea occurred to me. “Maybe they don’t know we’re here.” I thought aloud. “Charlie knows us pretty well by now, so when Jabber and Minute Maid and the others flew into Cleveland, he probably had a pretty good idea why. Maybe he had them followed from the airport and then surrounded the farm, but he’s not planning to move in yet or even at all. He’s used to the slowness of the Amish, but he’s still hoping to have somebody here, probably my parents, eventually lead him to us. That’s why he’s biding his time. Also, he probably has no idea we’ve lost our powers—he’s probably being cautious to avoid a repeat of what happened at CERN.”

There had been an armed siege of the site by both the French and the Swiss militaries, and hundreds of people had been held hostage there. Dozens had died. And all because Peter Orlov had gone insane with his new powers. Of course, it turned out he’d always been a little insane.

“But they were tracking us before we came here. That must have been how they knew we were inside your parents’ house. So if they have discovered or invented some new way to locate us anywhere in the world—through our atomic signatures, perhaps—then you are mistaken in thinking that they don’t know we’re here. They must have some other reason to wait—and it’s not like him to hesitate.”

I shook my head. “Unless…their tracking stopped working when the phlalates poisoned us and our powers disappeared.”

“Ya, I suppose that could explain it,” he said. Then after a long moment, “Why are you laughing at me?”

I kissed him. “That ‘ya’. I can’t tell whether you’re just being Swiss—or turning all Amish on me.”

“Ach, you two—kein schmunzla allowed on your wedding day!” said Cousin Sarah, interrupting us again. “It’s bad luck. Come back now and join the others.”

Giancarlo and I sure weren’t suffering from any lack of bad luck. As if to remind us of this, I heard the rumble of a chopper again over the reservoir. Charlie may have been too smart to tip his hand, but luckily the people under his command were mostly dumb as posts. What was it he’d jokingly told me once about DHS agents? They were the hires the Post Office rejected.

We held a council of war inside the barn. Well, as warlike as you can get with the Amish, anyway. The women, with the exception of my mother and Sliderwoman, wanted to go ahead and just hold the wedding here and now, even with the threat of DHS agents swooping in and arresting us all any second. After all, they’d slaved away all day over a hot outdoor grill to make the food. Most of the men, on the other hand, wanted to make a run for it and hold the wedding someplace else where we wouldn’t be spied on. And where Giancarlo and I couldn’t get hauled away on our wedding night.

Problem was, nobody could think of a place to run to.

“I have some friends,” Reuben Yoder said hesitantly. “They are Beachy Amish who live near Geneva-On-The-Lake; they will be happy to host us. We could be there in maybe four hours.” Beachy Amish are so-called because they originally settled near the Delaware and New Jersey coasts and are considered a lot fancier and more lax than other Amish.

“We’d get there a hell of a lot faster in my car,” said Jabberwacky, and the Amish all frowned.

“But your car only holds five people, dude,” the Human Flashlight said, and the Amish all nodded.

“I have a better idea,” said Uncle Abel slowly, after clearing his throat several times. “I do not want to miss my niece’s wedding, but I think we are all maybe missing something else. Something bigger. Here I see a chance to confuse these Yankee government men for good and allow Miriam and her young man to escape them cleanly.”

“How could we do that?”

“You say these government men spy on us with cameras and flying toys?” he asked me. “Well, then we can play a trick on them. It is sunset. Ezra and Bertha will stand in your places. They will make believe they are you and your young man, and the spies will believe it, too.”

Ezra looked stunned. “But, Daedi, we look nothing like them.”

“It does not matter,” his father said. “You will wear Miriam’s clothing, Bertha, and cut your hair to match hers. We will make a false beard from it for Miriam’s young man to wear. Ezra will shave his beard so that he looks Englisch and wear his clothes. Is this clear? While we are doing this, Jacob, you slip away and prepare the largest of buggies to be the Hochzich-weggeli. Hitch the two strongest gallen to it, the bay and the chestnut.

“Then, after it is dark, if Der Herr grants us the time of grace, the four Englischer from New York will slip inside it, along with you, Ruth, and Miriam and her intended. Abel, you will drive. Go north to these friends of Reuben’s. There, the winds will be from the lake and perhaps you will recover these Devil’s powers you say you have lost. It is not my responsibility to judge the right or wrong of it—I have done all I can for you, because you are my blood, and I could never bring myself to shun you. Now, redd up—schnell!”

Everyone who was sitting on the bales of straw rose to their feet and stared at each other uncertainly. This was shaping up to be the wedding day from Hell.

“But Uncle Abel,” I said. “What are we supposed to do if we’re stopped? At the very least, they’ll certainly follow us wherever we go.”

Minute Maid squeezed my arm. “Leave that to me, Mira.”

“And to me,” said Sliderwoman.

I wasn’t proud of myself, but somehow hearing this from these two didn’t exactly fill me with confidence.


Chapter Thirty-nine

Dad hitched up the two horses, then huddled with Reuben Yoder over an old Texaco fold-out map of the state of Ohio, while the rest of us got ready and then snuck into the buggy.

When we left after dark, instead of following the farm driveway and turning onto Route 7, Dad took an old cart trail through the woods that emptied into some fallow meadows between a much bigger neighboring farm and the J & R Lumber pond, then crossed the road and the storm drain over Black Creek. Needless to say, this caused a lot of jostling and bouncing inside the buggy where six of us were crammed like sardines into a cab built for four. Twice we had to all get out and push. All except me as I cradled my wedding cake, no doubt looking forlorn.

After all, it felt like I was fated to stay an old maid forever.

Or until we got caught by the Feds, whichever came first.

Everyone piled in again after the second incident, and we cut through some more fields before picking up a dirt service road to a chorus of barking dogs. The Yoders were going to have some very pissed-off neighbors in the morning, but that’s pretty much par for the course if you’re Amish, anyway.

Dad was up front driving the buggy, with the Human Flashlight riding shotgun beside him. Inside the cab were Mom, me, and Giancarlo on one wooden seat, and Sliderwoman, Jabberwacky, and Minute Maid facing us in the other.

Everybody got out a third time, me included, to push the buggy down and over a ditch, then up onto Gibbs Road, County Route 270, where we turned left. A helicopter hovered not far away, and more dogs started barking from neighboring farms. Who needs sophisticated aerial surveillance systems when you’ve got kennels full of puppies behind every third farmhouse? Hey, when the government puts you on a dole not to plant crops, you’ve got to figure some kind of way to raise enough cash to pay off the inheritance taxes, right?

Terrible as it may be, I guess puppies are a cash crop, too. At least for some people.

About a hundred yards along, we spotted a DHS staging area, with about eight gleaming black vehicles, some of them paramilitary, lining both sides of the narrow road and acting as a kind of checkpoint. There was a twin of the same “fire-truck”-type APC that had spewed blue dye at us in Bowling Green, maybe even the same one.

“Tell your dad to speed up right before we get to them, then go past them as fast as he can, okay?” said Minute Maid in an urgent tone, and Giancarlo relayed her instructions up to Dad through the open window.

Dad cracked his whip―literally, the Amish don’t worry about political correctness―and the two big geldings picked up speed, breaking first into a sort of trot, then an actual slow gallop. We must have been going at a dizzying fifteen or twenty miles an hour, the clip-clop of their iron-shod hooves echoing loudly on the asphalt road, along with the harness bells. God knows what the HomeSec agents must have thought when they saw us creaking and jingling and galumphing down the road at them in the dark. Maybe that Santa had become the Fifth Horseman of the Apocalypse.

Minute Maid stared at her watch, her lips moving as she counted the seconds; then, as we drew abreast of the first black Yukon, she closed her eyes and held her breath.

And the world stood still.

Everything in the world except for us; we kept clattering on. Actually, it was kind of hard to tell that time had stopped, because it was very dark and we were in forested farmland, but you could see that the wind had stopped blowing in the trees, and we passed a raccoon frozen in the act of pawing at the top of a recycling container. The horses continued their race against the clock as the full minute ticked by—and then Minute Maid exhaled, and the world turned back to normal. Behind us, I could hear the sound of car ignitions cranking and turning over, but nobody came after us.

“I drained their batteries,” said Sliderwoman. “Hey, I really need a cigarette right now.”

“Go ahead,” said my mom. Well, I guess she’d earned it.

But no matter how many car batteries Slidey sucked the life-force from, there was nothing she could do about the helicopters. Their chopping filled the sky, and about a mile ahead, a searchlight beam spilled from the belly of one and began to sweep the ground from side to side as the copter circled. Well before that, we turned north onto 33, and Dad slowed the horses. We had a long way to go tonight and he didn’t want them blown or for one of them to cast a shoe.

“How many times can you do that?” I asked Minute Maid.

“Just like a clock,” she said. “Twice a day.”

“And it always lasts only a minute?”

“Actually this time lasted for over a minute and a half.” She showed me the face of her watch, and I realized it was an old windup Timex, probably because of hanging with Sliderwoman. “I can keep it up for as long as I can hold my breath. Two minutes is my record.”

County Highway 33 bypassed Andover. It was unlit and barely populated until we crossed Highway 6. Then we had to wait for some trucks to pass by. As we crossed it, we spotted a convoy of whirling police car flashers approaching very fast from the direction of Andover, probably escorting some of Charlie’s task force. We’d given them the slip once, but it wasn’t likely to happen again, not with the two choppers crisscrossing the sky—especially now that we were in flat, treeless farmland.

Amazingly, though, our luck held, even though we were nearly sideswiped a few times by guys in pickups coming back from bars. The only time it looked like we’d maybe been spotted on infrared from above and a helicopter came roaring out of the dark at us, Dad pulled into a farm lay-by at a fork in the road under a copse of heavy oaks, and the searchlight missed us. After awhile, the chopper wandered off to the east. Strangely, it seemed like nobody was seriously looking for our buggy.

Since we’d stopped anyway, we all got out and stretched. I asked Dad about this while I helped him water the horses.

“Ah, that was the second part of Abel’s plan,” he said. “He sent out the other two buggies in different directions from us. That way, the police won’t know which to follow for sure.”

At first, anyway. I didn’t say anything. Dad seemed so sure his brother’s plan would work.

We ran into our first streetlights approaching the tiny town of Kelloggsville, but Slidey blinked them off one by one as we got closer, so no one saw us. Maybe they heard us go clip-clopping by in the dark, though, like the ghost of Cinderella’s pumpkin carriage. Coincidentally, it was getting close to midnight.

North of town, we turned northwest, and for the first time, it got so dark that Dad had to make Flash turn himself on. He provided the only illumination in the road ahead until we got to Interstate 90, which gave us our first major obstacle, since there was no way to get across. The highway wasn’t elevated, and it had fences on either side. We could have taken the road we were on over it, but that would have made us totally visible, not just to passing motorists, but to any traffic cameras mounted there.

We all got out and stretched while Dad, Flash, and Giancarlo peered at the map. In the end, we wasted almost an hour going south again until we came to a road that crossed I 90 by a hidden underpass. It was a lucky thing we found it, though, because twenty minutes later, we had to do the same thing under State Highway 11. Which unfortunately took us into the business district of downtown Ashtaboula. Which I bet you didn’t even know existed. Okay, honestly, neither did I. But it’s a thing.

So Dad turned south again, skirting a big golf course before returning west. The Human Flashlight switched himself back on again. By now, the two horses were getting pretty tired, and you could feel their pace really lagging. But I could feel something else, too. A cool northerly breeze.

“Have you noticed something?” I asked Giancarlo. “I bet your headache’s gone. Mine is.”

He looked at me in amazement. “You’re right! It is. It has been with me for so many days, I’d become used to it. Maybe our powers are returning, as well.”

We both strained to move our respective atomic structures, but gave it up after a half minute.

I said, “Not yet, but soon, I can tell. And the sick feeling is lifting.”

Another hour passed, with the geldings slowing and obviously laboring, as we neared Geneva-On-The-Lake. We took a number of twists and turns to find a through road, avoiding traffic when we could. The streetlights grew more and more numerous, and Slidey started to look pale and sick from draining them. I felt really ashamed of myself for how I’d dissed her and the others earlier. We couldn’t have come this far without her—and Minute Maid and Flash, all except for Jabber. And they’d all volunteered to do this for us on their own dime.

I might have looked down on their powers as puny, but now I knew better. They’d saved our skins.

So far.

In spite of feeling stronger and more clear-headed the closer we drew to the lake, I still had the sinking feeling that Charlie was still somehow on our tail, waiting to rush in and break things up for max melodrama like in the movies, you know, right at the moment when the minister says, “If any man can show cause why they may not lawfully be joined together, let him speak now.”

So we weren’t out of the woods yet. Especially when the chestnut started to flounder and the bay cast a shoe. They’d hauled the eight of us around for nearly eight hours, and as Dad had dreaded, they were blown. We creaked and jingled slowly to a halt. Dad climbed down and went over to feel the chestnut’s fetlocks for heat. He shook his head sadly when I joined him.

“His eyes are glazed, and he’s out of breath,” he said. “I sure hope I haven’t killed him. You’d better go on without me, Mira. According to the map, Reuben’s friends have a cabin a few hundred yards from here near the shore—you can cut through the woods.”

He gentled the bay, who had caught the fear of the chestnut beside him, and was shying and snorting.

“No, you’d better go on with the others, sir,” said the Human Flashlight. “You’re needed to give your daughter away. I’ll stay here with the buggy and blink on and off—that way, these other Amish can find us in the dark.”

Daddy began to argue, but Mom ruled in favor of Flash, so that was that. The rest of us set off through the woods, Minute Maid carrying the cake. As we walked, or should I say stumbled, down a rocky, winding path, we could hear the surf from Lake Erie breaking on the shore just ahead like at a real beach. You know, a real beach on the ocean.

Dad’s map must have been wrong, because we never did find the Amish cabin, just a closed bowling alley and a long road of arcade shops and amusement park games strung with lights. We crossed the street and found ourselves in a little grassy park with a fringe of sand lapped by the waves. The wind was cold and very strong; a thrill surged through me, along with my returning superpowers. I felt all the atomic particles in my body start to dance at the same time.

“Let’s do it right now!” I exclaimed impulsively, grabbing Giancarlo’s hand. “Right here beside the water. I can’t wait another minute!” While Jabber and Mom herded everyone into position, I whispered to Giannni, “You feel it, too?” and he nodded.

Mom handed me a bouquet of hastily plucked wildflowers to hold.

“I meant our powers coming back.”

“Oh, that.” Gianni smiled his beautiful smile. “I thought those were the butterflies in my stomach.”

“Dearly beloved, we are gathered here today—tonight, I mean—well it’s almost day, right?” Jabberwacky began, “Blah blah blah, to celebrate the union of Miriam uh Rebecca Verborgen and Giancarlo what’s your middle name again? Never mind, Giancarlo Colombo, yadda yadda yadda—” Headlights flared on Lake Road behind us, and the sound of a helicopter suddenly boomed out over the water, bouncing echoes back from the sleeping town.

Charlie had finally found us.

“No!” I said firmly, putting my foot down—I would not allow the government to cheat me at the altar. “Maid, can you give us a minute?”

She glanced at her watch and nodded. It was, after all, a new day, and her time-pausing powers had reset.

I turned to Jabber. “Okay, now talk faster than you ever have in your whole life!”

Jabberwacky smiled happily. At last, his superpower would save the day…


Chapter Forty

Maid held her breath for an impressive amount of time.

Jabberwacky spoke so fast I could barely follow him. Giancarlo and I each said some rather abbreviated vows, then Jabber pronounced us man and wife. More than half the time Maid gave us went into our first official kiss as a married couple. Hope she didn’t hurt herself.

The relative silence of delayed time broke with Maid gasping for air and the CIA helicopter booming overhead. To say I’d become frustrated at that point would’ve been as much of an understatement as calling Dr. Orlov “mildly eccentric.” I couldn’t think of any possible way Charlie could have followed us here. We momentarily lost our powers due to the pollution in the air, took a horse buggy while two decoys went in other directions, and cheated around roadblocks with the help of other super-powered friends. If not for our bodies being impervious to puncture, I’d have suspected we’d been implanted with trackers. But, Sliderwoman drained all electrical energy multiple times in our vicinity. Even if the government somehow managed to tag us, their bugs should be dead.

Yet here came Charlie anyway. At least, I assumed he’d be on that helicopter for a few reasons. One: I didn’t see any other troops hiding in the area around us with blue paint rigs. Two: the helicopter appeared to be angling around as if intending to land nearby. I’m no expert on military equipment, but thanks to Hollywood, I know what a Blackhawk is. This one didn’t have any visible weapons on it—including tanks of blue paint. Also, if it had been flying in on an attack run, the nose would be pointing straight at us, or so I assumed.

“Run,” shouted Jabberwacky.

My parents stared at Giancarlo and I. They seemed at once happy, angry, and worried. A little disappointment in there, too. Most likely because of the rushed, clandestine nature of this whole affair. If the government ever stopped hounding us, we’d absolutely have to do the wedding over again the right way.

If.

Taken by a sudden confidence totally unlike me, I shook my head. “No running. Not this time.”

A hush fell over everyone. Maid and Sliderwoman waved at me to get out of here. They had to know the deal—or at least suspect how badly the government had been hounding Giancarlo and I. But why would the CIA leave them alone and relentlessly pursue us? Okay, sure, we had a lot more power than them, an opinion I’m basing mostly on what Orlov did. From a strictly physical standpoint, all three of us were exposed to identical conditions. Theoretically, everything the mad doctor could do, Giancarlo and I could do as well. Unless insanity played a role. I had to factor in a nonphysical component here. Our sanity might act like a limiter on power the way some commercial trucks have a breaker in the engine that won’t let them go over certain speeds. If Orlov didn’t have that limiter, it could allow him to push his powers beyond what we could. Question being, how much did being sane handicap us?

“Not this time? What do you mean?” asked Giancarlo.

“I’m not going to spend the next fifty or sixty years constantly running and living in the shadows. They found us out here somehow in mere minutes. It’s never going to stop. Time for a change of plan.”

“If you take him out, they’re gonna come after you way worse,” said Sliderwoman.

Giancarlo shook his head. “No, she’s not going to do that…”

“This might involve a mild show of force, but no, I don’t want to hurt anyone.” I set my hands on my hips, watching the Blackhawk circle in and land far enough away that we didn’t feel much downdraft from the rotors. “They’re interrupting my wedding. I’m about to take bridezilla to an entirely new level of literal.”

Jabberwacky burst out laughing.

The helicopter’s side door slid open. Charlie, still wearing a cheap government suit, hopped out. For most of my life, I’ve been relatively quiet and, well, mousy. However, I also hadn’t been immortal then. Indestructibility did convey a little confidence. My powers giving me the courage to get in Charlie’s face and yell at him probably equated to how the way they took an already arrogant, unstable man like Dr. Peter Orlov and turned him into a completely unhinged lunatic.

I’d been fully prepared to rip into Charlie for harassing my parents, chasing them across Ohio, and ruining my wedding day—such as it was—but the building pressure cooker inside me sprang a leak at the sight of the person who followed him out of the helicopter…

Agent Denise Traylor.

The same Denise Traylor who took a bullet in the head and died in my arms.

“What the hell? She’s dead…”

Giancarlo tensed. “That could be Orlov.”

“Ehh… I dunno. He didn’t seem too interested in mimicking ordinary things like people and fabric. Not grandiose enough.”

“True.”

Traylor’s skirt suit and hair whipped about in the helicopter downdraft. Unless Orlov had spent the past two weeks perfecting fabric, the woman’s clothes had to be real. She mostly ignored the air blast, walking at Charlie’s side toward us with a weird little smile. The sort of smile that people tended to have after they played a prank on someone and struggled not to laugh while the clueless victim tried to figure out what the hell just happened to them.

Another thing that stopped me from launching into a shouting tirade as soon as they came close enough to hear me over the helicopter: Charlie appeared worried, and not small worried either. He wore the face of a man who just learned he had hours to live. I couldn’t help but feel like the ill-tempered lion no trainer wanted to work with looking at the unlucky idiot sent into the cage.

“Orlov escaped and they want our help,” whispered Giancarlo.

“What makes you say that?”

He shrugged. “This is obviously not a show of force, a threat display, or an attempt to capture us. The two of them coming alone without any CYCLOP-bleu is an incredible risk for them. It might also explain why they’d been putting so much effort into finding us.”

Arms folded, I waited for the two CIA operatives to walk closer. They stopped about twenty feet away. My family and friends stayed close. Unsurprisingly—to me anyway—my family more so than the other supers, gave off heaps of hostility. Two miracles occurred: the resurrection of Denise Traylor, and my father not flying into a shouting rage over his home being invaded. I suspected the only reason Dad kept quiet was that he didn’t know Charlie’s the guy who gave the orders.

“Miss Verborg. Mr. Colombo,” said Charlie.

“It’s Mr. and Mrs. Colombo.” I narrowed my eyes at him. “No thanks to you chasing us all over the place and crashing the wedding.”

Agent Traylor looked around at the mostly empty field. For an instant, a note of apology appeared in her eyes.

“We’ve got enough to process without being hounded day in and day out,” I said, voice raised. “We didn’t ask for this. We’re not with Orlov, and I swear the next suspicious black SUV I see following me is going to end up stuffed in someone’s body cavity.”

My family gasped.

Yeah, okay. Maybe I shouldn’t have watched Deadpool.

Giancarlo almost failed to stifle a chuckle. He knew I didn’t mean that seriously, nor did I think we really could compress a truck down that much to fit.

“We are aware that you are not aligned with Dr. Orlov,” said Traylor. “Though, I admit it took us some time to accept that.”

Charlie shifted his weight ever so slightly forward as if about to step closer, but didn’t. “We aren’t here to abduct you, Miss Ver—I mean Mrs. Colombo, we’ve been looking for you because we need your assistance dealing with Orlov.”

“Mmm.” Giancarlo gave me a sideways glance. “Thought so.”

Meanwhile, Traylor caught me staring at her.

“You are surprised to see me,” she said.

“Yeah, a little.” I looked down, trying not to become emotional thinking about the woman dying right in front of me.

Behind me, my family suddenly made noises of shock. Jabberwacky blurted, “Whoa, neat trick.”

“Mira,” said Traylor. “Look.”

I looked up at two of her—and my jaw dropped open. Yes, two of her.

“What died at the van wasn’t me, but a projection that didn’t really exist,” said Left Traylor.

Right Traylor walked up to me and grasped my shoulder. “Just a projection. I’m alive Mira.”

My parents whispered rapidly back and forth trying to make sense of watching the woman’s twin appear out of thin air. No doubt had any of the other Amish been here, they’d have been calling her a witch. There might’ve even been some pitchforks and fire involved.

Right Traylor disappeared into thin air. I hesitantly grabbed my shoulder where she had touched me.

“That little trick comes in quite handy for dangerous situations.”

“But…” I blinked at her, momentarily choked up with a flood of guilt and horror. “I held you… tried to stop the bleeding. You died…”

Denise Traylor sighed the sort of sigh that came from a woman not used to showing much emotion, but came off genuine nonetheless. “I appreciate what you did. It hadn’t been my intention to take a bullet to the face, and I do apologize for the effect witnessing that had on you. But, no one died. Only a projection that existed in your mind, and the minds of everyone around you.”

“I touched you…”

“What is touch?” Traylor’s smile became more pronounced. “Other than a sensory input processed in the brain. Something does not need to exist for you to feel it if your brain believes the input genuine.”

“Hmm.”

“So you are here to recruit us?” asked Giancarlo.

“Why us and not them?” I pointed back over my shoulder at Jabberwacky, Minute Maid, Sliderwoman, and The Human Flashlight.

“Not everyone with unusual abilities is suitable for our line of work.” Charlie loosened his tie. “Or for this job.”

Right. What he meant was, they’re too weak. In Minute Maid’s case, I imagine it came down to both a personality problem, as in she doesn’t trust the government at all and wouldn’t follow orders, and a limitation of scope. Her time pausing ability sounded like the ideal talent for a spy, but only being able to do it twice every twenty-four hours made it unreliable.

“The moment I saw your reaction to my projection being killed, I questioned our previous assumption that you two were working with Orlov,” said Traylor. “No, that’s not entirely accurate. I’d already begun to question it when we showed up to extract you two from that situation. Your reaction to my ‘death’ moved suspicion to certainty.”

“Wow… umm. Well, for what it’s worth, I’m glad you’re not dead.” Yeah, that’s me. A total softie. These people have been making my life miserable for days and I’m actually relieved she lived.

Traylor chuckled. “So am I.”

“Why did you die if you weren’t really there?” Giancarlo scratched his head.

“Because the two other agents didn’t have the clearance to know about my talents. And it didn’t really matter. You two got in the van already.”

“But your people trashed my parents’ house.” I fumed internally.

Charlie grimaced. “Sorry. The field teams can get a little overzealous sometimes. We didn’t know what we were dealing with in terms of your goals.”

“Our goals?” snapped Giancarlo. “We’ve been trying to stop Orlov. The man’s insane.”

“Yes, we are aware… now.” Traylor didn’t do apologizing well. It came out sounding like it was somehow our fault the CIA had been trying to kidnap us.

Son of a… “You knew. When we passed in the hotel, you knew who I was.”

Traylor bowed like an actress after a show.

“You got the room right next to mine before I even booked it.” I wracked my brain, going over the hotel in my memory. Could the desk clerk have been CIA, too? “How did you pull that off?”

“The same way I’ve been tracking you. Well, it’s not technically accurate to say tracking. In the Fifties and Sixties, the government conducted numerous experiments with psychic remote viewing, extrasensory perception, and other so-called paranormal abilities.”

“MK Ultra?” asked Sliderwoman.

“Among other projects, yes. My grandmother was involved in those experiments as was my mother. And here I am. I saw this field a day ago, and us having this very meeting. I saw you entering the hotel room, too.”

It took all of my self-control not to scream a word at the clouds that would’ve made my mother faint. “So, basically, you’re telling me that you can find us anywhere we go?”

Charlie gave her a look like he wanted her to stop talking, likely for fear he thought we’d kill Traylor to escape that all-seeing mental eye.

“Essentially.” Traylor nodded.

Poor Charlie’s eyes bugged so much they nearly popped out of his head.

“Your associate appears concerned telling us this might be unhealthy for you,” said Giancarlo.

“While he might think so, I know differently,” said Traylor. “Mira is not that type of person. She would not have tried to save my projection’s life if so. Also, the two of you have much larger problems than the Agency following you.”

“It’s true,” said Charlie. “Big problems.”

Traylor looked at us with the most steely, serious face I’ve seen on a woman since facing my nasty second-grade teacher Mrs. Simon. That woman would send kids to the principal’s office for sneezing too loud. “The two of you have become dangerously unstable on a molecular level. In a matter of weeks, you will detonate in a fission event roughly equivalent to twelve times the blast that leveled Hiroshima.”

“Um, what?” I said. I heard my mother gasp behind me. Pretty sure my father mumbled his first curse word in like forever.

“I will fill you in on what we know. But first, you need to come with us. Both you and Giancarlo.”

“Come with you where?” I asked.

Traylor grinned. “On a helicopter ride.”

I looked at Giancarlo. He looked at me.

Oh, boy.


PART FOUR




Chapter Forty-one

“How do we know you’re not simply trying to scare us?” Giancarlo asked.

“I suppose you’ll have to take our word for it,” answered Charlie. “Or Agent Traylor’s word. She saw the two of you exploding while hiding out overnight in a Dallas Walmart.”

“You really can see the future?” Giancarlo raised both eyebrows.

“In limited respects, yes.” Traylor folded her arms and kicked the tip of her high heeled shoe at the grass. “I’m sure you’ve been wondering how we managed to have the blue neutralizing agent on hand so quickly.”

I glared at her, mostly because Giancarlo had been traumatized by it. “Your people tortured him with that crap!”

He rested a hand on my shoulder. “I admit, it did confuse me how you produced the substance so quickly and in such quantity. Initially, I’d thought you had a generic inhibitor agent for anyone with unusual abilities… but after talking with our new friends, it seems that vulnerabilities are a rather specific thing.”

I clenched my fists. “And we neither wanted to become what we are nor had any warning about it. No one has ever gone through the same situation. How is it possible you knew our specific weakness within mere days of the initial event at CERN, before we even knew we had a vulnerability?”

Grr. The only thing more difficult than particle physics was being in this situation and trying not to swear in front of my parents.

Traylor nodded. “Yes. Shortly after the initial explosion at the collider, I observed you entering this valley and losing your abilities when exposed to aerosolized phthalate esters. Based on that, we synthesized the neutralizing agent.”

“If you can see the future,” I snapped, “why didn’t you guys do something to stop Orlov before he did this to us?”

Traylor again gave off a sense of apology. “I only see glimpses of moments, and only when I deliberately attempt to use my ability. We had no idea Orlov would do this. Only after the events at CERN did I start trying to probe the potential outcomes.”

“And based on that rather limited information, we assumed the three of you were together,” muttered Charlie while scratching at the back of his neck.

“You guys whipped up industrial quantities of CYCLOP-bleu awfully quick,” said Giancarlo.

“The components aren’t exactly rare.” Charlie offered a wan smile. “Basically air freshener and dye.”

“We’re not going to let anyone put us in a box again… they tortured him.” I moved defensively in front of Giancarlo.

Mom whispered, “What’s gotten into her?” to Dad.

“That wasn’t us,” said Charlie. “Blame the EU. The French aren’t terribly happy with us at the moment.”

“What exactly do you want from us?” Giancarlo took my hand.

“Two things.” Charlie held up two fingers. “One, we wanted to understand your intentions. As in confirming you’re not with Orlov.”

“We aren’t.” I scowled.

“Yes. We got that impression when you blew him up a second time at CERN. Thank you for that, by the way.” Charlie smiled. “The neutralizing agent hadn’t been effective. However, what you did only appeared to stun him for a short while. We encased him in a literal tank of the stuff, but he still managed to disappear.”

I paced, thinking. “It’s… possible he might have reorganized himself on a molecular level after being exposed to phthalates in such great quantities. Like building a tolerance. I hadn’t even thought of trying to do that.”

“The results could be unpredictable,” said Giancarlo.

“That, and I think you are still too attached to your humanity.” Agent Traylor swiped a stray lock of hair off her face and walked up to me. “Unlike Orlov, you aren’t trying to turn yourselves into gods regardless of what it does to you—or your mental health.”

“No. When we went into CERN, we expected the anti-reaction to reverse the initial process, leaving us normal again.”

Minute Maid whistled. “Wow. You two would give up your powers?”

“Where the hell do I sign up for that?” Sliderwoman folded her arms. “Half the people I know with talents hate them. Yours truly included.”

I leaned against Giancarlo, thinking about having a child with him again… and how it would likely be impossible. We’re not really people anymore, merely a ghost of electromagnetic energy trapped in a malleable collection of atomic matter. But if there’s any truth to her telling us that we’re destabilizing… not being able to have a kid became the least of my problems.

“The second thing we’re asking from you, and the reason we’ve been scrambling so hard to find you, is that we’d like you to avoid densely populated areas in case you prematurely detonate.” Charlie stuffed his hands in his pockets. “We don’t have the ability to forcibly detain you, nor any facilities that would withstand the energy released by your imminent catastrophic breakdown.”

Giancarlo squeezed my hand painfully tight. We looked into each other’s eyes. If we really did only have weeks to live, I wanted to spend it with him. I’d prefer to have my family around us, too, but I didn’t want to kill them all in nuclear fire.

“Can you set us up somewhere at a safe distance that still has access to a computer with some processing power?” Giancarlo asked. “I’m not ready to give up yet. If the instability you’re mentioning is true, it must have been caused by my second activation of the collider. My expectation was that it would reverse the process and render us normal people again. Obviously, it didn’t. So I must have made an error.”

I blinked. “The tingling sensation when we woke up. That didn’t happen the first time.” Shit! I started shaking, convinced Traylor told the truth and we would both die in weeks. “Orlov must be the same.”

“Yes.” Charlie looked down. “There is a third matter… we were hoping you might help us deal with Orlov.”

“Deal with?” asked Giancarlo. “The three of us are indestructible and close to uncontainable. But nothing we’ve been able to do even comes close to counting as weapons, short of growing claws.”

“Even Orlov had to resort to attacking via suffocation by engulfing the compound,” I said. “We don’t need to breathe, so that wouldn’t work on him. The French military shot him with missiles and that had no effect either. He wouldn’t even notice a pterodactyl claw. We aren’t really ‘superhero’ strong or fast.”

Charlie wiped a hand down his face. “Perhaps the two of you could work in tandem to somehow contain him then? Engulf him the way he did the CERN facility?”

“That might work if we can overpower him.” I stopped pacing, ideas firing off one by one like fireworks inside my brain. “Giancarlo and I could try interweaving ourselves at a molecular level, becoming one being with twice the density of Orlov. That might give us the strength to squeeze him down into a shell that would hold him. But we’d be stuck, too. Someone else would need to transport all three of us.”

“Assuming we can even catch him,” said Giancarlo. “Then what? Two possible outcomes are they dump us somewhere remote and we just wait for the explosion… or we attempt the reversal process again.”

I stared down at my feet in the grass. This was so totally not how I ever pictured my wedding day going. First a quick and dirty ceremony out in the middle of nowhere, no family except my parents, no feast, no celebration… then I learn I’ve got weeks to live… and I can’t even spend that time with my family both out of worry for their lives and the guilty obligation of trying to stop the man who did this to us.

“Okay, fine. I’ll help if Giancarlo will. But I want at least an hour to be with my parents first.”

Traylor shot Charlie a look that basically ordered him to concede that point.

He made a “be my guest” gesture. “Hop on the Blackhawk when you’re ready.”

I nodded, too emotional to say anything, then walked over to my parents.

Ugh. Trying to catch Orlov is the easy part. How do I tell my mother and father I’m going to blow up like a nuclear bomb?


Chapter Forty-two

Unbelievable.

Once I got done explaining the situation to the parents, and Mom and I stopped crying all over each other, my father made a joke about me always being a “bright girl,” but a nuclear explosion would be taking it too far.

Giancarlo did his best to inject some hope into everyone, first by casting doubt on Traylor’s prediction and then by suggesting another attempt at the collider experiment might either restore our stability or reverse the whole thing. It could also set us off instantly, do nothing, or evaporate us into stray atoms. I suppose given the forces we’re playing with, we might also end up sucked backward through a quantum pinhole and end up in another dimension.

We stood there in silence for a while, the other supers around us as grim as if they attended our funeral. The overwhelming somberness pissed me off. I should not be this sad on my wedding day. I also shouldn’t be rushing through a half-assed ceremony either, but whatever. A six-week estimate before molecular separation and an explosive fission event did, in theory, offer us time to go back to the farm and do a wedding celebration the right way, but it didn’t seem fair to everyone involved, especially my parents, only to have us both die in a blaze of ionizing radiation soon after.

Invulnerability and immortality were cool and all, but growing old over eighty some odd years is way better than having less than two months. A short while later—far too short—I finally managed to find the nerve to pull myself away from my parents after promising them we wouldn’t give up and would do everything we could to fix this. On the walk across the field to the Blackhawk, I started a debate with Giancarlo about the instability thing, wondering if it had been present all along or if his attempt to neutralize Orlov had set it off.

By the time we reached the helicopter, we’d convinced ourselves that the inherent instability of our mutable forms suggested an uncontained atomic separation event would have been inevitable, though might have taken years to occur if we didn’t strain our atoms too much. Our math calculated we’d probably have had about five or six centuries if we did nothing at all in terms of rearranging our bodies and merely lived as normal as possible. Orlov’s one-atom-thick shell over the CERN complex trick alone likely cut that time for him in half. We had no way to know if the instability developed concurrently or cumulatively, so a good chance existed that Orlov had only two weeks before explosion to our six-ish.

A man in a black military uniform opened the helicopter’s side door for us. He seemed neither hostile nor friendly. I nodded in greeting then climbed in.

Traylor and Charlie sat in a pair of seats facing forward. Giancarlo and I took opposite ones, facing them. The soldier at the door got in and took the third seat to Charlie’s left. Rumbling from overhead signaled the engines starting back up. I didn’t want to look out the window at my parents and new friends, but did anyway. Dad held Mom, both of them watching us.

It felt too much like I’d never see them again. The last time they watched me get on an aircraft and leave, I’d been on my way to what should’ve been an amazing new job, learning experience, and the real start of my professional career.

Anger—at Orlov—burst inside me, welling up like lava from the heart of a killer volcano. Good thing I didn’t have any sort of energy-based super powers or the helicopter might have paid for it. Orlov basically killed me, and the man I love. No way would I just sit there and wallow in sorrow. We might not be able to hurt the crazy bastard physically, but we could destroy his great plan, which to a man like him would be worse than a bullet.

As we lifted off, Charlie asked me to explain everything that happened. I couldn’t help but feel like the CIA finally realized they couldn’t abduct us with blue gunk or military weapons, so they finally used a more effective tool: guilt. Now that they knew—or at least claimed to think—we had no intention of using our powers for ill purposes, it opened the door for them to “contain” us by imploring us to stop the crazy doctor, you know, “for the good of the country and the world.”

Apparently, people with superpowers have existed for decades, though they’re seldom anything earth shattering. Most, like Sliderwoman, end up being annoying or, as she put it, more of a handicap than a power. Giancarlo and I had the unique distinction of being among the strongest ever documented. The CIA based that assessment largely on watching Orlov shrug off air-to-ground missiles and grow himself into a miles-wide armored bubble. Even though none of us had flashy stuff like energy beams, mind control, teleportation, and so on, we had an incredibly high resistance to physical trauma.

Given that we were becoming unstable on an atomic level, I decided to reevaluate my belief we could laugh off a nuclear blast. In light of this new information, my opinion changed to thinking we’d be consumed by the fission reaction and add to its power. So, our immortality had limits. Our bodies could survive anything... short of a nuclear explosion. By extension, strong radiation might set off a chain reaction sooner if we ended up being bombarded by too many stray neutrons.

All things considered, the world didn’t have anyone else as powerful as us because this much power shouldn’t exist inside one human body… hence the countdown to detonation.

Giancarlo and I filled Charlie and Traylor in on the events of that fateful day, when Orlov lured us down to the collider level, fully intending for us to be there during the experiment. We explained being stuck invisible and unable to turn it off for a few days, and that the music on the iPod somehow acted as a catalyst for our evolution. It surprised them to hear even Orlov hadn’t expected the music to have such an effect, but stumbled onto it by chance. I couldn’t say for certain if the particular music was responsible due to its relationship to divine ascendance, or it merely acted as a source of inspiration and focus for meditation.

“So, you’re basically saying Orlov did this not really knowing what would happen?” asked Charlie.

“That’s correct.” Giancarlo tapped his fingers on his knees. “Though I suspect he planned on having to find a way to adjust mentally and reorganize his thoughts to fully control the powers, just not that the music would help him do it so quickly. The man wanted immortality, so it’s quite possible he expected it would take decades for him to evolve.”

“Yes.” I sighed. “If not for that music, Giancarlo and I would likely still be stuck permanently invisible. We didn’t know anything about tapping greater powers or unlocking inner control. And honestly, I’m still not sure how much I trust what you’re saying, Charlie. It’s not like government agencies have been too friendly to us since… I don’t even want to call it an accident because Orlov did it to us on purpose. We don’t want to end up in a lab for the rest of our lives.”

“That doesn’t happen to most people with abilities,” said Charlie. “Only the ones who are deemed dangerous or criminally oriented.”

Traylor peered out the side window. “Not to be too depressing, but the ‘rest of your life’ is presently about two months unless you can find a way to stop the chain reaction going on inside you.”

I cringed... and kind of wanted to cry, too.

“That instability could have been present from the start, though developing at a much slower rate. Our reactivation of the collider most likely accelerated it.” Giancarlo patted himself down in search of a notepad, but found nothing to write on. “I need to tweak the program again, preferably in a calm environment where I can focus entirely on it. My mistake was trying to work out the equations while simultaneously repairing the hardware.”

Charlie leaned forward, elbows on his knees. “I’m not sure it’s that simple. The LHC is… gone.”

I gawked at him. “Gone?”

“The ring tunnel is entirely empty. The French and Swiss have been finding pieces of the collider’s machinery all over the country. Some fragments as small as potatoes but still weigh several tons.”

Giancarlo whistled. “It seems my math might have been more off than I thought.”

“We were trying to rush things under a lot of pressure. It’s not your fault.” I leaned against him, hating that tingly feeling in my fingertips. It no longer felt strange and curious, having now become a harbinger of doom. “Orlov realized we went there to stop him. You had no choice but to rush. If you take your time with the programming, I’m sure you’ll fix it.”

“Yes, but the collider is destroyed.” Giancarlo bowed his head.

“The LHC wasn’t the only particle accelerator in the world.” Traylor tapped away at her cell phone screen. “We’ve got one at Area 51 that isn’t common knowledge. It isn’t as big as CERN’s but it might do as a substitute.”

“She’s right.” Giancarlo perked up. “I can think of a few other colliders as well. The operating systems are not going to match exactly the ones at CERN, which will add time to the programming. And make the necessary adjustments for differences in power output. I may have to rewrite the experiment’s run script from scratch.”

“Not like we need sleep…”

Giancarlo looked at me, nodded, then hung his head again.

“So where did Orlov go to hide?” I asked.

“Unfortunately, I am having difficulty locating him.” Traylor swiped her phone on, tapped the screen a few times, then showed me a picture of a table in a lab. I did a double take. Oh, hell no. Scattered over it was stuff from my childhood bedroom. “We were unable to locate any items of great personal or emotional significance to Dr. Orlov. My ability to distant see a person relies on such an object so I can establish a connection to the subject.”

I folded my arms, simultaneously violated and relieved. “Maybe use a chunk of the LHC? That might qualify as an object of emotional significance. At least for a psycho like Orlov.”

Traylor nodded. “I tried such a piece. Nothing.”

Charlie opened a manila folder. “We did get a lead the old fashioned way, but… there’s a catch.”

“Isn’t there always?” asked Giancarlo.

“What’s the catch?” I raised an eyebrow.

“One of our field teams reported sighting Orlov out of the country… the Agency can’t move in enough resources to deal with a super like him without being noticed. Also, given the country in question, any direct involvement by us could provoke an international incident.”

“Russia?” asked Giancarlo.

Charlie shook his head. “No, China. Ordinarily, we’d be worried about them getting their hands on Orlov and using him for their purposes, but we don’t believe it possible they could present a threat to him—or the two of you at this time.”

“Because of that, we were hoping you could help.” Traylor clasped her phone in her lap. “We will have your parents’ home restored to how it was before our teams searched it.”

Small favors.

Giancarlo launched back into talking about how we’re not capable of doing anything deadlier than forming claws or blades. Traylor brought up the idea of us merging into a combination form like I suggested, which ought to be at least stronger than Orlov.

“Even if you can’t injure him, you should be able to essentially hold him down. Then we can send in a team to do an extraction.”

“In China?” I stared at her. “How’s that going to work? And we don’t have radios or phones.”

“I will be watching you remotely. If you contain Orlov, merely sit and wait. A team will arrive as soon as possible.”

“They’re already on standby,” added Charlie. “Also, the location Orlov was seen going to is in a highly remote region of mountains in central China. Even if their military became aware of us sending in a stealth unit, it would take them so long to get out there, you’ll be quite well clear of the place before the first traces of hostiles could arrive.”

“Let me remind you, we needed a collider to stop him before,” said Giancarlo.

“We understand.” Charlie half winced. “We also hope there might be another way.”

“Okay.” I folded my arms. “We’ll do it. On the condition you stop harassing our families and this doesn’t end with us in a lab being poked and prodded.”

“And no more CYCLOP-bleu,” said Giancarlo, shivering. “It makes me sick merely to think of it.”

Charlie nodded at me, then him. “Of course. As long as you understand we’ll still be surveilling you both since you’re essentially walking nuclear bombs.”

“Yes, that’s fair.” I leaned my head back against the wall above the seat. “I don’t want to take anyone with me when I go. May as well shoot us into space or something when we run out of time.”

Giancarlo gawked at me.

“Or some underground test site where our combined detonation force won’t hurt anyone or cause too much environmental damage.” I threaded my fingers through his and squeezed. “If we have to die, so be it, but we can’t hurt anyone else. Orlov may or may not know he’s a bomb, too. And he’s definitely not going to care where he is when he pops.”

Charlie sat back, his posture relieved. “I’ll make a few phone calls. Glad to have you two on board.”


Chapter Forty-three

Thirty-two hours later, Giancarlo and I found ourselves in the last place I ever expected to be.

No, not a filthy bathroom in the back of an adult nightclub listening to a pair of strippers complain about their boyfriends. Okay, perhaps the weapons bay of a B2 stealth bomber wasn’t the last place I’d ever expected to be.

I still didn’t fully trust Charlie or the CIA. A large part of that came from his not complaining about what we did to him in the hotel room. Could be, he considered being stuffed in a closet an occupational hazard since, at the time, he regarded us as bad guys. Hey, it beat us killing him. A CIA agent stumbling into “the enemy” unawares and walking away alive is probably considered a win regardless of how embarrassing the event.

Whatever their motives, the Agency—as they call it—appeared to be on the level for now. Orlov had to be a big enough threat to convince them playing nice was in everyone’s best interest. And they really didn’t have any way to lock us up if they wanted to. A location capable of shielding the outside world from a nuclear explosion couldn’t contain us unless we wanted to stay there, and all the facilities they had with a chance to hold us against our will would not be the best place to set off a nuclear blast.

Regardless of if their interest in us came from a genuine sense of wanting to work together to stop a greater problem or them having no choice, they played nice… for now at least.

During our long wait before takeoff, I did something I’d almost forgotten how to do: slept in a bed without worrying about anyone kicking in our door.

Charlie hadn’t been planning on such a delay. Apparently, getting the green light to borrow a B2 from the Air Force took some paper pushing. That and Agent Traylor said something cryptic about a particular window of time in which we needed to go or “things would get very messy.”

Speaking of Traylor, I simultaneously felt pity for her as well as a bit of unease. It had to be a good thing she seemed to like working with the CIA. Someone who could remote view and to some extent see into the future would certainly have ended up in that role, whether willingly or not, or in a cell somewhere so no other government got their hands on her.

Then again, she did say her very existence came about as the result of her mother and grandmother being part of government projects. Well, that certainly explained her strange demeanor. Poor woman probably didn’t have much emotional support growing up. Hopefully they let her live with her mom and she hadn’t spent her childhood in a lab. Ehh, probably not. She doesn’t come off as sociopathic, just focused on the job.

So anyway, we had basically a day to just exist and wait. Of course, it being our wedding night, Giancarlo and I decided to forget about everything around us and consummate our wedding. Sure the CIA had cameras all over the place—even in the overnight room—but we turned invisible until we finished making love.

The next morning, utilizing the base’s secured computer lab, Giancarlo spent hours researching other particle colliders and their control systems, adapting his project script to their nuances. Fortunately, only a handful of companies produced such specialized equipment and a lot of borrowing went on, so to speak. While each manufacturer put a slightly different spin on the operating system, the command syntax didn’t vary too much, so he’d used the majority of his time to crunch numbers. The more we talked about it, the more it sounded like he’d made several small—but critical—errors while rapidly trying to modify the script under such chaotic conditions. I had to give him credit though. Despite the distractions of repairing the collider’s hardware using hundreds of arms, he came close enough to being correct not to annihilate us. He’d been going back over everything for a final check when an Orlov eye stalk appeared. Rather than risk the mad doctor stopping us, Giancarlo had hit the button to run the procedure.

It irked the perfectionist in him to initiate the process without poring over the command script a dozen times, but better that than allowing the sick scientist to stop us.

After a twenty-hour marathon, we felt sure we’d worked out the errors and had a functional command script to adjust our molecular structure in the opposite way from the first experiment while factoring in the unintended change caused by the error. Of course, we still had the problem of the LHC being littered all over France and Switzerland. It would take years to rebuild it, years we did not have. No matter what happened on this mission with Orlov, our next priority would be finding a particle accelerator and hijacking it. Regardless of what happened there, the end result would be better than what we’d face by doing nothing at all. Even if the process destroyed us, we likely wouldn’t blow up like nukes and take others with us.

Of course, Giancarlo and I would be dead either way. A sobering thought.

When Traylor came into our quarters to let us know it was time to go, she gave off an eerie calmness that totally threw me off. I suppose when a woman capable of seeing small glimpses of the future is not freaking out in the moments before a dangerous mission with the potential for nuclear destruction, it meant good news. She could also be that calm all the time, but I didn’t want to pop my bubble of hope. As far as I was concerned, Traylor looked content because she saw Giancarlo and I not exploding.

Speaking of us being nuclear bombs… In perhaps too apt a metaphor, when we climbed up into the weapons bay of the giant B2, the two of us changed our body shape into something like actual bombs. Aerodynamic pods with fins and a thin metallic outer layer worked both as a means to traverse the extreme altitude as well as deal with being carried like ordinance. It took a bit of fiddling to make the proper bolt mounts so the air crew could attach us to the weapon rail, but we managed it. They mounted us side by side, hanging on rails normally meant to carry instruments of death.

Seeing two smallish ‘bombs’ with human faces on the front end was sure to give those poor people nightmares for the rest of their lives, but we had a long flight ahead of us and damned if we could just sit there pretending to be bombs without at least talking.

We didn’t need air, so high altitude wouldn’t bother us. It also made things easier on the pilot and flight crew, since the B2 wasn’t designed as a troop insertion vehicle. As such, they couldn’t open a door to the crew area at 70,000 feet up to let us out, so we got to fly coach. Well, sub-coach. And the in-flight movie—Total and Complete Darkness—sucked, but at least the airfare was free.

I overheard something about one or two midair refueling stops on the way, so we’re in for a long flight. The B2 isn’t a supersonic aircraft. Apparently, going past the speed of sound is bad for stealth. Or maybe they couldn’t make engines capable of being undetectable with the necessary thrust output for that. What do I know? I’m not an aeronautical engineer, merely a doctoral candidate for physics with a molecular stability problem and an allergy to Glade.

The B2 flew for hours. I lost track of time in the dark confines of a sealed weapons bay. The steady droning of engines lulled me in and out of sleep as much as it could between fits of worrying that every time I changed my shape, I sped up the detonation process. At least it’s an exponential curve. As long as we didn’t stretch ourselves out too much larger than our normal human size—or compress too much smaller—the effect on our stability was negligible. Stressed atoms became angry atoms.

Our plan is to drop into Sichuan, China, locate and contain Orlov, then wait in the hope Agent Traylor sees we’re ready. No idea how they expected to get a team in to extract us, but Charlie sounded quite confident they could. The idea of mixing my molecules with Giancarlo’s to form a single being with twice the strength is kind of taking the “two become one” aspect of marriage a little too far. It does sound plausible at least. Unless Orlov has made himself huge again. It would take us too long to surround him in that case. But he only did that to threaten and contain the staff at the LHC. He’s presently hiding out at a secret base in a remote area of China. No reason to ‘go big’ again. I hope.

Even Charlie didn’t have much information on the facility itself as they hadn’t been paying much attention to it. Orlov certainly didn’t build it, and as far as anyone with the Agency knew, the location didn’t contain a particle accelerator. Traylor mentioned something about someone with super powers potentially being there, which got us all thinking Orlov went full supervillain and wanted to recruit minions or something. Perhaps Giancarlo and I trying to shut him down had been a “betrayal” in his mind, shifting his goal of making all humans like us into one of conquest. Or maybe he’s shopping around for some helpers every bit as unstable as him. Well, mentally. The three of us have become unstable on an atomic level.

That the CIA barely paid attention to this facility reassured me somewhat. If it was some kind of supervillain base—gee that sounded so strange to think with a straight face—they’d have been monitoring it. Either we’re getting worried for nothing or the supers there are on the mediocre side and not much of a threat.

After what felt like an eternity hanging there, an electric zap nailed me in the rear end. Or at least, it felt like someone poked me in the butt with a weak taser.

“Gah!” I yelped. “What the heck was that?”

“I think the pilot is telling us to get ready for a rollercoaster ride.”

“Oh, right. Still—rude!”

I shifted my front end into an aerodynamic nose cone, making a tiny “windshield” over my eyes so I could still see. Honestly, I couldn’t wait to get out of this plane. I missed having arms and legs.

“This is one heck of a honeymoon,” said Giancarlo.

“I’d smile, but I don’t have a face right now.”

“Hmm. I wonder. Do we count as smart bombs?”

I groaned… but sighed. “Technically, we’re nuclear weapons, I guess. Umm… you’re sure the script you fixed is going to be able to stop that?”

“It will definitely stop us from exploding… whether or not we survive to realize that, I don’t know. We still need to find a suitable particle accelerator. LHC isn’t the only one, merely the biggest.”

“Right.” I sighed again. “When we’re done here, let’s pick a collider and sneak in. Mimicking employees won’t destabilize us as much as turning into slime.”

“Or we can just ask.”

I tried to shrug and only ended up swaying side to side. “I doubt any company or government is going to allow us to blow up their equipment no matter how nicely we ask.”

“Well, we might not explode now that I’ve gotten the program worked out.”

And just like that, I was scared. Really, really scared. No one likes death. I shouldn’t be facing my own mortality at twenty-five. Sure, you sometimes see older people who are ready for it, even welcoming it. Could be, it’s a natural aspect of humanity for our view of death to change as we become old. Most of my Amish family considered life a stage rehearsal for the next world. They generally aren’t afraid of death because they believe it’s an upgrade. Personally, I think we only get one shot at this living thing so we need to make it as meaningful as possible. As a scientist, I found it difficult to accept the idea of an infinite number of souls being created and ending up sorted into the good place and the bad place. Energy doesn’t create from nothing, only changes form. Maybe there’s reincarnation, maybe not. I’m not a big believer in any sort of conscious afterlife. Guess if I’m wrong, I’ll find out in about six weeks.

Hopefully not.

I really needed to stop feeling sorry for myself. Plenty of people much younger than me ended up dead to situations outside their control. Like kids with cancer. Sure, none of them blew up like fission bombs, but it’s not like I’d have to live with the guilt of killing other people afterward. No, I didn’t try to justify giving up and just sitting around recklessly until the time came. I damned sure intended to do everything possible to cling to this life I had, weird as it’s become. My luck had always been extremely suspect, like getting caught at every single red light bad or spilling coffee all over myself before job interviews. I almost gave up on driving entirely due to parking tickets. Here I was, finally married to the man of my dreams and looking at only two months left to live. Not only that, but we hadn’t even had five minutes together in true peace, always either freaking out over what happened to us or running from some government agency.

Or, in this case, hanging from a weapons bay in B2 stealth bomber. Not exactly cozy or romantic.

Thinking about what they did to Giancarlo gave me the brief temptation to return to France and allow myself to be “captured” by the same people only so I’d be there when the explosion happened. A little revenge sounded like a good idea only until I realized we’d be in the middle of a densely populated area. No way could I justify killing hundreds of thousands only to get the dozen or so people responsible for keeping Giancarlo covered in blue crap.

Irrational fear gripped me again. Giancarlo’s program, even if it worked perfectly as designed, still had a sixty-six percent chance to kill us. If we did nothing, we died anyway. It struck me as beyond stupid to run around chasing Orlov when we ought to be focused on trying to prevent our imminent detonation. We should be dealing with that before Orlov, or rather instead of. Assuming exposure to a correctly run particle collision with certain safety protocols disabled to allow energy to escape containment didn’t incinerate us, it had a roughly seventy percent chance of realigning our molecules back the way they belonged, thus making us normal people again. In that case, we wouldn’t be capable of doing anything about Orlov. So, yeah, it was now or never with Orlov. Then again, did it really matter? He’d explode anyway. Should all three of us blow up because Giancarlo and I wasted time going after the crazy doctor instead of fixing ourselves?

I sighed.

But Orlov may not even know he’s headed for an uncontained fission event. He might have cracked mentally and gone past the point of even caring. Most likely, he wouldn’t believe it anyway, thinking himself immortal already. He’d totally sold himself on the whole “becoming a god” thing.

Crap. If I was being totally honest with myself, I just wanted to find some place safe and be with Giancarlo for as much time as we had left. I also wanted to fix us so we didn’t explode. I didn’t want to die. Going after Orlov could well be futile, anyway. And a waste of precious time.

I sighed again, harder.

Then again, no one else on the planet had a chance to stop him. We might not have had a good chance, but we had one. And we’d already flown most of the way there. I should have chickened out before letting them load me into a plane. Though it didn’t really feel like chickening out as much as not wasting time. With three rogue nuclear weapons out there, definitely disarming two sounded like a safer bet than risking an iffy plan to disarm all three that would most likely end with a massive explosion. Ignoring Orlov and letting him blow up around innocent people felt like an evil thing to do as well. Honestly, the three of us going critical in the same place wouldn’t be that much worse than only him detonating. Unfortunately, we couldn’t trust that he’d stay in middle-of-nowhere China long enough to blow up harmlessly. What if he ended up in Paris or New York or Geneva?

No, we had to do this.

I just hoped chasing him around the Earth didn’t use up too much of the time we had left.

The bomb bay doors opened.

So much for indecision.

Showtime.

“Ready?” asked Giancarlo.

“I’m as ready as possible… which is to say not at all.”

He laughed. “Good. Then we are on the same page.”


Chapter Forty-four

I’d never been the biggest fan of high places.

It would be overstating things to say I had a “fear” of heights, but being this high up—above 70,000 feet—redefined heights. If I had a stomach at the moment, it would have done a backflip. Fortunately, I didn’t get much time to ponder the situation, since the mechanism holding us up let go within seconds of the doors opening. Somehow, I retained the presence of mind to seal the orifice I’d been using to speak from. High-speed air forcing its way into any cavity would not be fun. The thin metallic outer coating we gave ourselves turned out to be an amazing idea, since none of our body parts flapped around or ripped off.

My first time skydiving out of a plane should have involved an instructor and, you know, maybe parachutes. I’ve never looked down at clouds before without being inside an aircraft. Maybe keeping my eyes was a mistake. No, wait… I needed some way to tell when we’d gotten under 3,000 feet. We might look like bombs, but we had no intention of plowing into the ground at terminal velocity. As much as being in a car crash hurt, I did not want to know what it would feel like to smack into a mountainside after falling for several miles.

Focusing on the idea that nothing could presently kill me didn’t help much. In fact, the only thing keeping me from screaming my head off was not having a mouth… or a head. We fell toward the cloud layer for what felt like forever. Though I knew we had to be moving several hundred miles an hour, due to the distances involved, it felt as though we hung peacefully in midair. I hadn’t bothered activating nerve endings in my outer casing, so had no sense of touch to the world. Probably for the best considering it would be freezing up here and the air moving over me would be so fast it burned.

We punched into the cloud layer a few minutes after falling out of the B2. The lack of visibility passed in mere seconds, proof of our velocity. The Chinese mountains sprawled out below us, looking as desolate and remote as Charlie said they would be. I had to rearrange my eyes to the size of softballs and sharpen their focus in order to spot our destination. And damn… it totally looked like a secret villain lair straight out of a James Bond movie.

A large fenced-in area stood in front of a wide tunnel entrance right into a mountain face. Men in brownish-green military-style coats with furry cuffs and collars patrolled the edges, carrying rifles. All wore face masks and goggles, likely proof against cold more than dangerous gases, but that worked in our favor. We wouldn’t have to copy a specific person.

Two generic henchmen soldiers coming up!

One good thing about turning myself into the shape of a bomb, having tail fins let me steer… but not quite enough. I decided to sprout small wings like a cruise missile and pulled up out of free fall into gliding flight. Hopefully, Giancarlo did the same. I couldn’t see behind me thanks to my rigid body and having my eyes in a little chamber at the nosecone.

Once it felt like we’d gone below 3,000 feet—at my best guess—I stretched out my tailfins into the shape of a mini-parachute. One of the Air Force techs gave me that hint when she mentioned a type of bomb with folding fins that sprang out into a drag chute to slow its fall. She didn’t bother explaining why the Air Force would make a bomb designed to fall slower, but apparently it existed.

My airspeed lessened to the point the stubby wings stalled out and I started to free fall again. Okay, that must mean I’m going slow enough to shift my form, too. I changed my outer shell back to organic material. For a fleeting moment, I became a literal meat torpedo. Over the next few seconds, I took on the shape of a giant heron, trying to keep my overall mass as equal as possible to my normal human self. Pretty sure birds like this live around here, so if any of the soldiers on the ground saw me, they wouldn’t pay much attention.

Unless, of course, they decided to shoot at me for fun—or dinner.

That wouldn’t be a big deal. Bullets hurt but couldn’t kill me. I’d pretend to crash and turn invisible until the soldiers gave up trying to find the dead bird. Assuming they even looked for it.

For once in my weird life, luck decided to be with me. No one shot into the air or even reacted to Giancarlo and I, both in the shape of enormous herons with nine-foot wingspans, as we glided over the compound and landed in a small ravine nearby. For my first time landing as a bird this big, I did fairly well… only flipping head over butt twice. Stupid me thinking of myself as an airplane instead of a bird. Yeah, there’s a reason birds don’t touch down at high speed. Feet don’t work the same way as wheels. Giancarlo, the wiseass, pulled off a believable bird landing and perched there snickering at me.

I shapeshifted back into myself, but rather than appear naked, I synthesized an outer layer that looked like a sapphire blue superhero spandex costume. If Traylor used her ESP or the CIA had some satellite on us, I didn’t want to give anyone a free show.

Giancarlo-bird waddled over to me. “What’s with the outfit?”

“We’re pretending to be superheroes, right? Might as well go all the way. And they’re probably watching us from satellite.”

“Good point. What’s our team name?”

“Team, huh? How about Team Quantum?”

“Works for me.”

His white feathers darkened to a rich blue, then his body rearranged itself back into his human form or at least someone who looked like Giancarlo’s half-brother from a different father. That started me wondering if we could somehow read the appearance we should have out of our DNA instead of relying on our mental impression of how we should look. When the phthalate cloud over Ohio took away our powers, we reverted to our natural appearances. So some part of us still had to obey our genetic coding. Obviously, both of us had a loose grip on our former selves. Then again, we didn’t exactly have a mirror to work with out here.

Enlarging my eyes let me zoom in on the compound, even if Giancarlo couldn’t stop snickering at how my goofy appearance reminded him of a Japanese cartoon. Twelve-foot-high fencing enclosed a mostly square area in front of the mountain that contained a few small bunker-style buildings, several military trucks, and a pair of concrete guard towers at the outermost two corners. Opposite the gate, a wide but not too tall tunnel led into the mountain. The three structures visible out in the courtyard, as well as the towers, all had an Eastern Bloc communist-era design and plenty of stains from being out in the weather. I agreed with the CIA’s assessment of this place. Orlov definitely hadn’t built this facility.

Question was… who did he come here to see?

It wouldn’t surprise me if the Chinese had a secret particle accelerator. However, physics labs like the LHC at CERN aren’t really the sort of thing governments needed to keep quiet. They couldn’t exactly be used to enrich weapons-grade plutonium or come in useful for other military applications. I suppose they might be interested in conducting secret research in hopes of making a world-first breakthrough and went to extreme lengths to ensure no one eavesdropped or stole their work. The guards milling around outside also didn’t look like Chinese military. True, they all wore basically the same style of coat, mask, and goggles, but none of them had insignias. I suppose if one wanted to establish a secret military base, having all the guards look like obvious soldiers would be a mistake.

“What do you think we should do?” whispered Giancarlo.

I glanced over at him, forgetting my eyes had grown to the size of grapefruit. His face appeared to be millimeters from mine. Somehow, I managed not to yell in surprise. I did, however, jump back. He grabbed me by the shoulders to stop me from falling on my ass. I shrank my eyes back to normal, “pushing” him visually away back to normal size. Giancarlo’s face reddened slightly from his effort not to laugh out loud. He obviously realized why I jumped.

“About what?” I whispered. “Orlov?”

“No, them.” He pointed at the compound. “If we manage to contain the doctor, our extraction team is going to have to find a way inside, too. Should we save them the trouble and take these guys out?”

I frowned. “We have no idea what this place even is. They could be normal Chinese soldiers going about their jobs. No need to hurt anyone. Plus, I don’t think it’s smart turning ourselves into giant fanged monsters and ripping people apart. We’re already unstable as it is.”

“Then let’s do the complete opposite and go in quietly. The CIA might have a way to get to us without killing them, too.”

Nice to hope that, but not something I’d bet on. And if killing had to happen, better the CIA got blood on their hands rather than me or Giancarlo. Bad enough we endangered everyone around us being nuclear weapons. And since Orlov had already killed a bunch of people at CERN, he wouldn’t hesitate to kill more. This could turn into a real blood bath.

But it won’t be by my doing. And I think Giancarlo felt the same.

He took my hand. “Let’s go play super spy.”


Chapter Forty-five

We turned ourselves invisible and climbed out of the ravine holding hands so we didn’t lose track of each other.

Having synthesized clothing earlier prevented me from leaving evidence behind or needing to waste time undressing for invisibility’s sake. In effect, my clothing had also been me.

A steady but faint howl in the wind covered any sound we made crossing the hard-packed dirt to the gate. This place didn’t even have a road leading to the facility, only some tire tracks from the large trucks, which looked like a more modern version of the canvas-backed ones in old war movies… only these had tires as tall as my shoulders. Pretty sure no normal cars or even SUVs could make it up here on the ground. Getting to this hidden base required a monster of a vehicle, the power to fly, or the patience to hike on foot over inhospitable terrain.

A four or five-hundred-yard open area in front of the gate offered nowhere to hide. Anyone trying to sneak into this place during the day would definitely be seen, and probably end up shot by snipers in the towers before they got close. If they did make it to the facility, only a sliding chain link gate blocked the entrance, not terribly difficult to get past.

Out of nowhere, pain washed over me like I’d gone for a swim in a deep fryer.

Giancarlo’s grip on my hand squeezed so hard my bones would’ve snapped if they could. It took me a second or two to realize the crackling noises came from electricity. That and the ground smoking. I yanked Giancarlo back and the pain stopped. He wheezed and—I assumed by sound and a divot in the dirt—fell to one knee. Two soldiers, evidently having heard the crackle, wandered over to investigate. I noticed two sets of burned footprints and hastily raked my foot back and forth across them to disguise their human shape. Electrified fence. Wow… a lot of voltage if we left scorch prints.

The men approached to within an arm’s length of the chain link, looking around and sniffing while whispering in Chinese. I hadn’t the first clue what they said, but their tone and body language gave me a sense their conversation went something like a “did you hear that?” exchange from a haunted house movie.

A thin, fleshy tendril poked into the side of my head, making me cringe. But when it went into my ear, I nearly shrieked. Talk about a weird sensation, but I knew Giancarlo did it, so I stood there waiting and trying not to move or make a noise.

“The fence is electrified,” whispered Giancarlo via an almost microscopic mouth at the end of the tube.

I didn’t want to tell him that his new superhero name was Captain Obvious. Mostly because the Chinese guys would hear me. After making another tiny mouth-tipped tentacle and fumbling around for his ear, I replied, “Ya think?”

“Hold on to me.”

I shifted to wrap my arms around him from behind. A moment later, he stretched upward, pulling me into the air. Invading a military base in a foreign country would’ve been nerve wracking enough without being functionally naked. Holding tight to Giancarlo as we floated somehow into the air got me thinking all the wrong things given our present situation.

We went up and over the fence, then lowered to the ground inside. I assumed he’d extended his arms up to the top of the guard tower and pulled us over. He’s doing all the atom-annoying stuff so I don’t have to. As much as I adored him for it, it’s honestly only going to make a difference of a few minutes in the end. Not like I wouldn’t be right next to him anyway. If he detonated first, I’m going off, too. Unless he thought that exposure to a nuclear detonation might have some other effect than igniting my atoms. Like maybe the intense ionizing radiation might have a paradoxical result and fix me.

Maybe. Who knows? Either way, I can’t sit here dwelling on that now.

Giancarlo pulled me around to hide behind the tower. A moment later, he appeared as one of the soldiers, furry coat, rifle, and all. Obviously, the rifle didn’t work as a gun, just looked the part, but we didn’t come here to shoot anyone. I modified myself to mimic a guard as well, then dropped invisibility.

“Are you sure this is better than invisibility?” I whispered.

“We are probably going to have to open some doors. This won’t set off alarms if they have people watching security cameras and seeing stuff move by itself.”

I nodded. “Okay. What if someone tries to talk to us?”

“Grunt, wave, and nod. Keep going. Act like we’re patrolling.”

“Right…”

We emerged from our hiding spot, walking side by side, and headed for the tunnel entrance. I steered us around other guards so we didn’t get close enough to anyone that they’d be tempted to start a casual conversation. Being among them, it became more obvious that they didn’t belong to the actual military. These guys lacked that overwhelming sense of discipline the Chinese military gave off whenever they showed clips of them on the news. Though, that didn’t necessarily mean anything either. We were way out in the middle of nowhere. Even the Chinese military might proverbially let their hair down at a post like this.

Invisibility and perfect mimicry aside, infiltrating a secure base in a foreign country was surprisingly easy. Giancarlo and I quite literally just walked in like we belonged there. A few guards looked at us from a window in the tunnel wall near the entrance, a security station. None gave us more than a passing glance. I’d have said it felt weird to make myself look like a man, but I didn’t need to grow any taller here. In fact, Giancarlo shrank himself height wise. I also didn’t bother to emulate any male plumbing so to speak. My body became like an action figure toy, a solid coat with two legs sticking out from the bottom.

Any nervousness or fear I had left at the idea of sneaking into this place disappeared under the weight of my anger toward Orlov for doing this to me. To us. A man I once regarded as a personal hero turned out to be the exact opposite.

We copied the mannerisms of the guards as best we could and walked to the massive sliding door at the end of the giant tunnel. The two big armored slabs were open with about six feet of gap between them. Beyond lay a room resembling a warehouse, boxes of who-knows-what stacked all over the place. Two enormous helicopters, their tail booms rotated ninety-degrees sideways to avoid the ceiling, sat on the left. Well, that explained the need for the wide tunnel. One small tractor sat between the helicopters, likely the means by which they towed them outside prior to takeoff.

Still, no markings or insignia of any kind gave any clue as to who ran this place. Hiding military symbols outside made sense, but deep inside the mountain, not so much. My doubts this place belonged to the government increased. Neither of us understood a word of Chinese—technically Mandarin or Cantonese—so the conversations going on among the soldiers didn’t help me figure out if we’d walked into a military base, a hideout for organized crime, or some kind of supervillain lair.

Either way, Orlov being here meant bad news.

We hurried across the warehouse area as fast as possible without drawing suspicion, and went through a door into a corridor. As casual as we could be, we searched from room to room, making our way past barracks, storage areas, bathrooms, an indoor firing range, several conference areas, a security station with prison cells, and finally a stairwell down. I didn’t hear anyone stuck in the cells, but on the off chance Orlov might have allowed himself to be taken prisoner for reasons sensible only to an insane man, I extended my little toe under the door, grew a tiny eye on the end, and stretched it into the hallway to check while pretending to stand guard.

All six cells were empty.

After retracting my spy toe—yes, that felt as weird as it sounds—we went downstairs. The second floor had some private sleeping quarters, a lounge type room with ping pong tables and three televisions, rooms that appeared to contain the water pumping system, power generators, some kind of communications command center, and finally… at the end of a long hallway, a giant chamber I could only describe as a supervillain mastermind’s lab.

Electronic machinery I had no name for surrounded us on three sides. The wall opposite the entrance looked like it had been stolen from a NASA control center. A screen twice the size of any movie theater I’d ever been to presently showed a satellite view of China. Hopefully, no one had been watching that about half an hour ago, or they would’ve seen the B2. Then again, on that thing, the B2 could’ve been mistaken for a housefly walking across the screen.

Wait, it was called a stealth bomber for a reason. Perhaps we really had slipped into the country unseen.

Anyway, still no sign of Orlov anywhere… so I decided to enter that lab and poke around.

“He was here,” whispered Giancarlo.

“How do you know that?”

“I can smell him.”

I assumed he’d modified his nose to be more like that of a bloodhound. “I’ll take your word for it.”

“Recently, too.” Giancarlo sniffed.

Before I suggested he’d be able to pick up scents better if he removed his face shield, I remembered he didn’t actually wear a mask. He was the mask.

While Giancarlo snooped the room, I went straight for the big computer at the end. My suspicion that we’d stumbled into a supervillain lair increased upon discovering the operating system wasn’t any off-the-shelf one I’d ever seen before, and they had no password on it. Leaving the main computer wide open like that spoke volumes of overconfidence. Yeah, this belonged to a supervillain of some kind. A dumb one, too. Files appeared to contain lots of shipping manifests though the contents and people involved were all referred to in codes. Yeah, we’d walked into some kind of criminal operation. Most likely black marketeers who traded in stuff not available via legal channels. I hoped no actual nuclear weapons were passing through this place.

“I cannot tell exactly how long ago he was here, but Orlov spent time in this room within a day or two,” said Giancarlo after walking up beside me. “Find anything useful in those files?”

“No. I can’t make sense of this beyond it being records of cargo moving around. They even refer to the destinations in code.”

A soft metallic click came from behind us.

“Spies,” said a man in perfect English.


Chapter Forty-six

“We’re not spies,” I said.

Not particularly concerned about bullets, Giancarlo and I casually turned around. The guy with the gun, a thirtyish man in a lab coat, blinked at me, clearly unprepared to hear my voice come out of an apparently male soldier. He didn’t stay thrown off for long. “Of course you are.”

“No,” I said. “Just hiking on by and stopped to look for a bathroom.”

The man frowned.

Giancarlo chuckled. “Not even trying, are you?”

“Not really.” I shrugged. “But we’re honestly not spies.”

“Of course you are. You speak English.” The guy pointing a pistol at me stepped closer.

“You’re speaking English, too.” I folded my arms. “Does that make you a spy?”

“What are you doing with the computer?” He aimed at my face.

“Trying to pull up Google Maps, but the internet connection is really slow.”

The man sighed and leaned his lips closer to a metal button on his lapel. “Hun, get in here. We have a problem.”

“Hun?” Giancarlo flicked his gaze at me. “Did he just call his wife?”

I shrugged. “Beats me. We should probably knock this guy senseless before he kicks a hornet nest and Orlov disappears.”

“What makes you think Orlov will run from us? He’s not afraid of anything,” said Giancarlo.

“If you do not wish me to shoot you dead where you stand, drop those rifles.” Labcoat Man wagged his pistol at us. “Throw them over there.”

“Sorry, can’t. They’re part of me.”

“Your dedication is admirable.” Labcoat Man extended his gun, the barrel twelve inches away from my forehead. “But you are about to die for it.”

“I’m not being metaphorical. It is literally part of me.” I re-absorbed the ersatz rifle into my body. “It’s not even a real gun. See?”

“Hun!” shouted the man, his eyes wide.

The door at the far end of the room swung open, revealing a tall Chinese guy dressed in a suit of armor styled as though it came from centuries ago only made out of something modern. Long black hair hung around his shoulders. Small sparks danced down the length of his arms onto a bladed spear in his right hand. A thick helmet framed his face, the visor up.

“Oh!” I snapped my fingers. “He’s been saying Hun as in Attila. Not Hon as in honey.”

Twenty or so soldiers spilled in behind The Hun.

I shifted back to my blue-spandex self.

“What are you doing?” asked Giancarlo.

“You know, the superhero thing. Might as well run with it. Besides, I’d rather not have you mistake me for one of them.”

“So you make yourself an obvious target? If we look like them, the soldiers might hesitate before shooting.”

“You’re worried about being shot?” I asked.

“Good point.” Giancarlo changed back to himself, complete with a dark blue spandex bodysuit—or at least the appearance of one.

The Chinese soldiers, gangsters, or whatever the heck they were, leaned back all at once, like they wanted no part of dealing with super powered invaders.

The Hun marched down the middle of the lab, stopping a few paces from us. He snarled, snapped his arms out to either side, and shot lightning bolts into the metal floor. Most of the electronic equipment in the room flickered in response.

“Wow. That’s impressive,” said Giancarlo. “An extraordinary example of deimatic behavior for a human.”

The Hun growled even louder.

Giancarlo mock whispered to me. “I don’t think he’s happy to see us.”

“Nope.” I smiled at the electrified man.

Labcoat guy looked at us like we’d gone insane.

“Look, Hun,” I said. “We’re not here to interfere with whatever it is you guys are up to. We’re looking for Dr. Peter Orlov. Have you seen him?”

The Hun roared at us, thrust his arms forward, and blasted Giancarlo and me with lightning, launching us up into the giant screen. We bounced off it and landed on our chests a few feet apart. Yowch that hurt. Almost as bad as the car fire.

“I don’t think they’re just going to let us leave,” said Giancarlo, smoke coming out of his mouth.

“Shocking,” I said.

Labcoat man groaned at my pun and promptly shot me in the chest.

“Ow. Dammit. Was that necessary?” I brushed the bullet off.

He smirked. “You deserved to be shot for that.”

Giancarlo kept his mouth shut. Smart man.

Meanwhile, The Hun pointed his spear at us and started gathering lightning around it. An orb of crackling, flickering sparks swelled out from the bladed tip, spinning and brightening as it increased in power.

“Crap.” I said, readying myself. “This looks like it’s going to sting.”


Chapter Forty-seven

Giancarlo and I dove to the side away from each other as The Hun thrust his spear forward.

A giant lightning bolt leapt from the tip of the blade, striking the floor where we’d been standing. The electricity conducted across the metal surface, washing over me like a steamroller made out of needles. My fake spandex bodysuit might have looked like clothing, but it didn’t feel as if I wore anything. The metal floor under me made me feel like a slab of salmon sizzling on a hibachi grill. Pretty sure if I was a normal person, my skin would’ve melted.

Judging by the yowl coming from Giancarlo, he also enjoyed the searing hot floor. Fortunately, it didn’t stay hot for long. The electrical blast knocked Labcoat Man senseless and gave the group of soldiers thirty feet away from us the jitters. Guess this Hun guy has a short temper and didn’t really think about the effect releasing so much electricity in an entirely metal room would have on his friends.

I jumped back to my feet—right in time to have The Hun’s bladed spear smack me in the face. Being a relatively normal person and nerd to boot, fighting wasn’t something I ever participated in before beyond verbal arguments. Predictably, the man was quite a bit stronger than me, but the edge didn’t break skin. He may as well have walloped me over the head with a broom handle. The hit failed to cause injury but still knocked me down into the splits.

While The Hun stared in confusion at his blade, baffled at how it hadn’t split my head in half, Giancarlo flew in from the side and tackled him. My new husband’s fist turned metallic while he repeatedly punched the Hun in the head, though the blows barely dented the guy’s thick helmet. Meanwhile, lightning wrapped around Giancarlo, who screamed in angry pain but otherwise ignored it. The flickering sparks neither inflicted damage nor stunned him.

I shook off the hit to the head and got back up again, only to have all twenty-three or so soldiers unload on me with their rifles.

Imagine wasp stings that hurt only for an instant.

Highly unpleasant, but mostly annoying.

I crossed my arms in front of my face and stood there for the few seconds it took them to realize they only wasted ammo. Some forty or fifty deformed slugs peeled away from my body and clattered to the floor.

By that time, The Hun had made it to his feet and staggered around wearing Giancarlo like an ill-fitting poncho. My husband split his left arm and both legs each into three tentacles, wrapping them around the mercenary. The men drunkenly bumped into computer consoles and giant metal cabinets full of electronics all the while Giancarlo kept punching him in the head with his remaining human hand. Whenever The Hun tried to use his powers to get rid of my husband, a stray lightning bolt ended up frying some lab components or blasting soldiers out of their boots. The poor guys mostly hit the ground twitching as if they’d been tased, though two or three of their coats caught fire.

Between watching me ignore rifle bullets and the chaotic lightning going everywhere, the soldiers who hadn’t been paralyzed from stray shocks decided to run away. And likely sound the alarm, if it hadn’t been sounded already. Orlov is definitely going to know we’re here now.

I increased the density of my muscle fibers, making myself much stronger than I should be, a modest degree beyond normal human limits. Against every part of my nature, I ran toward a dangerous situation, grabbed The Hun by two fistfuls of his coat, and swung him off his feet, mashing him against a refrigerator-sized metal cabinet. The steel bent under his impact and the component partially broke away from the floor.

“Oops…” I cringed internally, hoping I hadn’t just killed the guy.

The Hun grunted. Giancarlo reorganized his octopus-like body back to having human legs, but used his other six arms to functionally tie the man to the cabinet. The men locked stares, then The Hun shot a lightning bolt out from his forehead into Giancarlo’s forehead.

My husband twitched, but didn’t let go or appear hurt.

Labcoat Man tried to run. For no particular reason, I grabbed him by the trailing white coat and threw him headfirst into a desk, knocking him loopy. Normally, I’m far too polite and unassuming for physical violence, but the guy did shoot me point blank. Still, we might need a translator. I dragged him upright, then stretched my right arm out into a long tentacle, wrapping it around him, pinning his arms to his sides. For added emphasis, I took advantage of my still-boosted strength and held him off the floor.

“What are you?” asked the Hun in heavily accented English, his voice deep and half a grunt.

“Accidents,” I said, jostling Labcoat Man. “Well, I guess we don’t need a translator after all.”

“Like my wife already told you, we didn’t come here to interfere in whatever operation you have going on. We’re only after Dr. Peter Orlov.”

I dropped Labcoat Man and pulled my arm back to normal size, shaking my hand out until my fingers decided to cooperate. They’d gone numb and developed a tingle like pins and needles. Absorbing all that electricity appeared to be affecting signal transmission along the nerves in my extremities. Hope that wore off soon. “Exactly. We have bigger problems to worry about than what I assume to be some kind of black market ring. Unless you’re doing something incredibly awful like trading in slaves, it’s not pressing and none of my concern.”

“No.” The Hun shook his head. Poor guy appeared genuinely afraid of us, his gaze flicking back and forth from Giancarlo to me. “We do not trade in people.”

Could be our stretching appendages made us look like monsters out of H.P. Lovecraft or something. Honestly, I’m not sure why anyone would be afraid of us. Sure, we’re impossible to hurt, but offensively, not that impressive. Hun’s probably way tougher than a normal person, too, since it seemed to take all of Giancarlo’s strength to hold him down.

“Good,” Giancarlo mostly grunted past gritted teeth. “Where’s Orlov?”

Hun attempted to shrug, but couldn’t move with Giancarlo’s six ropelike arms pinning him down. “Your friend was only here briefly to obtain rare earth minerals from the boss. He left early yesterday. I wouldn’t know where he went.”

“Damn.” Giancarlo bowed his head. “Orlov is basically a nuclear weapon walking around and might not even know it.”

Labcoat Man dragged himself toward a console. Ignoring him, I paced about, shaking my head.

“Here, maybe this will help.” Labcoat Man, still shaken, pulled himself upright, picked a clipboard up from the console desk, and handed it to me.

“Hmm.” I read over what appeared to be an inventory of items Orlov ordered from the Chinese black market. Or the supervillain black market in China. Semantics. “Looks like he’s gathering materials to make or repair a large particle accelerator. No way would he be reckless enough to go back to CERN. He could be anywhere… I don’t think we’re going to have enough time to find him.”

“If that’s true, he doesn’t have enough time to build a collider from scratch.” Giancarlo released The Hun and re-absorbed his extra limbs. “Play nice,” he ordered the Chinese fighter.

I said, “He saw what we did at CERN and he’s not limited by the same thing we are. He could stretch himself out into a six-mile circuit with thousands of arms. The man could probably build a collider from scratch in weeks.” I kicked another steel cabinet in frustration, reminding myself I had no shoes on even though it looked like I did. Ouch.

Giancarlo winced. “Limited? By what?”

“Sanity.” I sighed.

The Hun gave us serious side eye, and edged toward the door. He shouldn’t be that afraid of us unless Orlov did something here to scare the hell out of them.

“Maybe we should just go off somewhere isolated so we don’t hurt anyone.” I leaned into Giancarlo, head on his shoulder. We might have been given super powers, but I totally didn’t have it in me to be heroic. Knowing that my death approached inexorably scared the hell out of me. I wanted to rant and scream about the unfairness of it all. Why did my life have to be taken away from me because of Orlov’s crazy scheme? Sure, I’m smart, but there are tons of people way smarter. What made Orlov choose me and decide to zap me on my first day there?

“That’s fine for us, love. But Peter won’t think that way,” said Giancarlo. “He’s not going to care where he happens to be when he detonates. We’ve got to find him before he takes innocent people out.”

Of course, he’s right. I grasped his hand and stared into his eyes. “Yeah. Not exactly the honeymoon I had in mind, but if we’ve only got a month left, I want to spend it with you no matter what we’re doing.”

Giancarlo smiled. “I feel the same.”

“You two should get a room,” said The Hun.

I wagged my eyebrows at Giancarlo. “Not a bad idea.”

“Are you certain you have no idea where Orlov went?” Giancarlo looked away from me to stare at The Hun. “You don’t expect me to believe he put all this stuff in his pocket and walked out. Where did you deliver to?”

The Hun raised his arm to the side. Three thin strands of lightning connected his fingers to the spear on the floor, somehow making it levitate and fly into his grip. He set the bottom end on the ground, holding it like a staff. “The thing called Orlov turned himself into a large helicopter to carry the crates.”

Giancarlo and I exchanged a glance. Rearranging our bodies into a complex machine like that shouldn’t be possible. I’d thought those Meccano arms pushed it, but wow… if he’s able to turn himself into vehicles now, we’ve obviously underestimated the mad doctor’s capabilities.

“Maybe Charlie’s people have him on satellite,” I whispered. “They had to be watching this place.”

“Here’s hoping.” Giancarlo started for the door.

The Hun stepped in front of us.

I sighed at him. “Are we seriously going to have to fight our way out of here through you and a thousand mercenary soldiers?”

After debating it in his head for a few seconds, The Hun slouched and moved aside. “No, my apologies.”

“Wait, really?” Labcoat Man stuck his head in the door. “You’re going to just let them leave?”

The Hun headed for the exit ahead of us, shaking his head at the floor like an old man who’d had enough of the younger generation. “They are not our enemies, and I would rather not have to inform the boss we need to replace all our soldiers.”

I blinked. The guy gave us too much credit. We’d sooner go invisible and run like hell than kill people. Still though, if he feared us, that only worked to our advantage. Not gonna argue. I hurried after him, pulling Giancarlo along.

“C’mon. Let’s go find somewhere to think.”


Chapter Forty-eight

To my absolute astonishment, none of the people at this base messed with us as we walked by.

Once outside, we partially shapeshifted into humanoid-pterodactyls and leapt into the air. A few minutes of flying later, we landed in the mountains and sat beside each other, staring out over a breathtaking view of the Chinese countryside. For once, it didn’t bother me that we required no food. Being stranded in such a remote area would have been frightening otherwise.

Giancarlo and I got into a discussion about how we could possibly find Orlov in time. Stuffing him in a giant fish tank of CYCLOP-bleu already proved ineffective, so we’d have to use our bodies to hold him in place… assuming we could find him existing at a small enough size to engulf him before he expanded too much. We didn’t practice trying to integrate our atoms together into a single being. No point shaving days off our lifespan by pissing off our atoms. The tingling in my fingers and toes felt like a warning. Pins and needles wasn’t going away. If anything, it worsened. The more we pushed our bodies to do inhuman things, the closer we came to unleashing a fission event.

“Our best chance is to encase him, then hope Charlie and his Agency friends can transport us to a particle accelerator.” Giancarlo stared down at his hands. “What drives a madman like that?”

“That’s a question I can’t answer.”

“People have sought ways to extend their lives for as long as science existed. Before that, they tried magic.”

I chuckled. “Yeah. Sadly, we went from having immortality to only six weeks. Guess the Universe is angry with us for tinkering.”

“Could be.” He gazed up at the clouds. “The world might not be ready for super powers. It could be rejecting us the way a body fights off an infection.”

“The others aren’t facing imminent criticality.”

He stroked his fingers over the back of my hand. “That is true. But their powers are… not so impressive.”

“Orlov defied the Universe and stole power. Maybe it’s simple revenge.”

“Possible. There aren’t many people with powers. Never even heard of them until this happened. On a human level, I suppose society can’t handle us. Rejects what they can’t understand or control.”

“Rejected by the Universe and society.”

He sighed. “About sums it up.”

A lump formed in my throat. “You were rejected by Inge, too.”

“It hurt to be cast aside so abruptly.” He smiled up at me.

Staring death in the eye really showed me how trivial social awkwardness was. “Sorry. I never wanted to cause problems for you and Inge. Well, I mean, I had been fantasizing about the two of you breaking up, but I wouldn’t have dared cause it.”

He laughed into a sigh, then brushed a hand over my cheek, gently pulling my head toward him so we made eye contact. “If we can’t locate Orlov in three weeks, I’m taking you to the nearest particle accelerator.” Giancarlo put an arm around me.

A superhero wouldn’t give up like that. But really, we weren’t superheroes. Just a pair of scientists in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sure, we had powers and that was kinda cool, but that whole blowing up in a cloud of stray atoms part I could’ve done without. And I did kind of miss food. And Sleep. And with Giancarlo, I’ll admit, I had come down with a serious case of baby fever. Like, I wanted a family. A big family. Dammit.

I nodded. “If we’ve got any clue where he might be, we should try to find him. But if we’re completely in the dark, then… okay.”

We sat there silent for a while.

Finally, Giancarlo asked, “So, now what, kiddo?”

I shrugged. “Fly back to the USA, regroup and come up with a new plan to find Peter.”

“We’re in the middle of China. It would take us many days to fly on our own. We should find the nearest city with an airport and take a jet.”

“That’s what I meant.” I poked him in the side. “I wasn’t suggesting we pterodactyl our way across the ocean. My arms would get tired. What do you think… invisibility in the cabin or turn ourselves into suitcases and ride in the cargo hold?”

He stretched. “Invisibility. I’d much prefer the cabin, even if we have to stand.”

“Then we have a plan. Might as well get going.”

Giancarlo grumbled, but stood. “Yes. Time is something we have too little of.”

“Maybe that’s why the crazy ones always chase immortality.”

He kissed me. “Maybe.”

“What do the un-crazy ones do?” I asked.

“Enjoy the time they’ve got. Even if it’s only two months.”

We stood there holding each other for a little while, then sprouted wings, tails, and leapt into the air.

My luck isn’t getting any better. We had six weeks left to live and a madman on the run with a nuclear bomb. Rather, a madman on the run who is a nuclear bomb. The governments of at least two countries want to stuff me in a lab and poke me to see what makes me tick. I’m still dubious about trusting the CIA, but they knew Giancarlo and I are ticking bombs. Charlie didn’t want us blowing up any more than we wanted to blow up.

How on Earth did this happen to me…

I only ever wanted to study physics.

The doctorate program was supposed to be rough, but good grief.


Chapter Forty-nine

The last time Giancarlo and I flew commercial, we’d clung to the outer hull of a 747, where we had shrunk ourselves down to limpets the size of iPhones. It had made for efficient—if uncomfortable—traveling, but now that we knew how unstable our bodies became, we didn’t want to change our density so drastically this time around.

So, we’d flown by pterodactyl wing power southeast several hours to the city of Xi’an. From there, we stole a car and a smartphone, using them to reach Chongquing Jiangbei International Airport. Before we went in, I called the number Charlie gave me, which connected to a plain voicemail box, and left a message with a general explanation of the situation—we’d missed Orlov, and he’d bought, borrowed, or otherwise managed to obtain components to create a particle collider or at least a machine capable of recreating the runaway energy release that initially modified us into quantum gods. That done, I left the phone in the car, since someone would surely notice it floating along.

I thought the TSA had strict security but wow… they had nothing on communist China’s military. Still, being invisible, we made it through the checkpoint and boarded the first outbound international flight we could find going to a reasonable destination, South Korea. I figured there would be a US embassy there and the country was one of our allies.

Avoiding discovery required tentacles and clinging to the ceiling until the plane took off, at which point we settled into a pair of empty seats all the way in the back for the hours-long flight. Fortunately, we had an uneventful trip. No one tried to take our seats or spilled anything on us. We didn’t even have to deal with a screaming baby. Upon landing, we waited for everyone else to get off the plane, then hurried to the exit before the flight crew closed the door. Alas, this required bumping one poor guy—who likely developed a permanent fear of haunted airplanes—out of our way.

We skipped customs, which didn’t have thermal cameras and remained completely unaware of us, and streaked outside. Really, the speed with which I’d become unfazed by the idea of going outside in my birthday suit astonished me almost as much as the news I would blow up. It helped that sometimes I took on the appearance of other people, so it wasn’t me parading around, but someone else. A character I played.

Still... naked as the day I was born.

Wearing synthesized clothing might not have been too different from nude models wearing body paint, but dammit, I felt dressed. To avoid drawing too much attention by appearing out of nowhere, we ducked into an alley a few blocks from the airport and dropped invisibility. Since it didn’t seem likely the South Koreans knew about us, we kept our normal appearance and mimicked ordinary clothing.

Two hours after our plane touched down, Giancarlo and I sat in a nondescript conference room in the US Embassy, with Charlie and Agent Denise Traylor. Their being here ahead of us should’ve come as a surprise, but it didn’t. If they managed to find us at my wedding deep in Amish country, this would’ve been simple.

Before any of us said a word, Denise tossed a large photo on the table. It appeared to be an overhead view of a twin-rotor helicopter cruising over the ocean above a pair of small fishing boats.

“Orlov?” asked Giancarlo.

“We think so.” Charlie pulled a few more photos out showing the same helicopter. “Those little boats you see aren’t trawlers. That one’s a supertanker, the one behind it is a cargo ship, and the tiny one bringing up the rear is a nine-story cruise ship.”

I whistled and leaned closer to the photo. “That helicopter is either flying at 80,000 feet or it’s the size of an aircraft carrier.”

“Not quite that big. Our analysts estimated it to be between 120 and 150 feet long,” said Traylor.

Giancarlo sputtered. I could practically see his brain melting right alongside mine as the math flashed across our thoughts. In much the same way as insects could only get so large before their own weight killed them, a helicopter shouldn’t be able to function at that size. He must have transformed his atoms into new, undocumented materials to create rotor blades capable of withstanding the stresses of such a massive, ridiculous aircraft. We’d been playing with density lately, so it could be the entire chopper weighed no more than an ordinary one. Of course, that also meant Orlov had found a way to absorb additional mass. We really needed to stop him before he turned into a Godzilla movie for real.

“Still a massive… an impossibly massive aircraft.” Giancarlo looked over the photos one after the next. “Were you able to tell where he went?”

Charlie nodded. “Yes. We checked images captured by satellites looking at the region from the past few days to follow his flight path. He’s in Australia.”

I glanced at Giancarlo.

“Specifically, about twenty miles west of Lake Mackay in the Gibson Desert. A crazy man couldn’t ask for a more desolate, unforgiving environment. There is, however, some good news.”

“Do tell,” I said.

Traylor pulled another picture from a folder, set it before us. This one was in black and white, and I initially mistook it for some old 1960s-era image of the Moon surface. Near the center of the paper, a tiny white square stood out from the grey background, attached to a white loop. It sorta looked like someone dropped an engagement ring on an X-ray machine. The significance of the shape clicked after only seconds of staring.

“He’s built a particle accelerator,” I whispered.

Giancarlo leaned against me to get a better look.

Charlie fidgeted. “Or at least an underground tunnel intended to hold one.”

“That’s more than an empty tunnel.” Traylor rubbed a kink out of her neck. “I’m not familiar enough with the sort of equipment down there to identify it exactly. However, it did look quite similar to the ring tunnel at CERN prior to the second event.”

“Are you saying it’s built already?” Giancarlo gawked.

“It certainly appeared to be.” Traylor nodded.

“If he did obtain everything on the list we saw in China, it’s possible he had everything needed to build a functioning accelerator, but he did it in two days? That’s… astonishing.” I drummed my fingers on the table. “Got another stealth plane handy?”

Charlie whistled. He seemed close to laughing, but remained a bit too frightened of us to do so. I’m sure he feared us losing atomic integrity more than us consciously trying to hurt him. “No, but there is a C-130 on standby.”

“Then let’s go,” said Giancarlo. “If nothing else, we’ll be far away from anyone innocent if we fall apart. The more we use our abilities, the less time we have left. It is good to see he may have an accelerator waiting for us.”

I swallowed hard, eyes closed. Could conscious attempts to hold my atoms together do any good to hold off the explosion? No idea, but why not try?

I said, “He still wants to make all of humanity like him. This accelerator he’s building isn’t going to be an ordinary one. Orlov would likely design it specifically to produce and enhance the runaway event that shifted our atomic structure.”

“Good point. Except we don’t exactly have time to spend weeks scrawling on a whiteboard.” Giancarlo stood.

“No, you will need something faster.” Traylor pulled a sleek laptop from her briefcase and handed it to him along with a baggie of micro USB sticks.

Giancarlo chuckled, but took the computer, the same one he’d been using during our thirty-two-hour holdover. “Thanks. Guess you knew I’d ask for it.”

The woman flashed a perfect Cheshire cat smile.


Chapter Fifty

Wearing an olive drab Air Force jumpsuit felt weird.

Not for being in military clothing, but for having clothing on at all. My life had to have gone off the deep end when being dressed in actual fabric struck me as confining and unusual. Even with the rapid approach of uncontained nuclear fission, having superpowers gave me a sense of freedom like nothing I’d dreamed about before going to Geneva. This flight suit would get in the way if we had to do anything fast.

On the other hand, nothing could kill us. So, urgency didn’t really matter.

Yes, the almost-Amish girl is once again wearing clothing.

We’d only be wearing them for the duration of the flight out to Orlov’s lair (plus the hour or so it took them to get the C-130 ready).

Giancarlo spent all the time before takeoff going over his command script and writing alternate versions with modifications for all the major equipment manufacturers. Unless Orlov made some custom new machinery—unlikely—we’d have a command sequence we could easily plug in. As much as I wanted to spend the little time we had left doing something far more romantic than watching him work on a computer, I contented myself to sit with him and just offer moral support by being there. My hopes weren’t exactly high, but if we had any chance of living past our nuclear expiration date, it all depended on a few hundred lines of computer instructions. His focus and technical know-how could be what kept us in this world. After all, when working with tiny adjustments to atomic particles, the decimal points get crazy.

This giant airplane wasn’t the fastest thing in the world, but it’s got hang time. Guess they loaded up with extra fuel since we flew non-stop to Australia from South Korea. Giancarlo finished working on the script with a little over an hour to spare before Charlie walked over to let us know we came close to the ideal place to jump.

To avoid spooking Orlov into realizing his hidden particle accelerator had been discovered, the C-130 flew a route a hundred miles or so east as if heading for Sydney. Actually, I think the plane was heading to Sydney, only Giancarlo and I wouldn’t be on it when it landed. Satellite photos of the area showed only a few tiny huts—like an Aboriginal village—at the spot. No doubt fake.

With Charlie here, I turned invisible for modesty, stripped off the flight suit, and shifted into a buzzard before going visible again. Charlie awkwardly handed me a GPS wristband, which I clutched in my left talon. GPS was a good thing. We’d need some kind of assistance finding the place out in the mostly featureless desert considering neither of us had ever been to Australia before.

A green light on the wall came on.

Charlie secured himself with a harness to a rail, then opened the door for us. “We’ll be in Sydney waiting for you. Best of luck.”

I squawked a thanks. Tiny bird throats had an irritatingly humorous effect on my voice. Still, Charlie didn’t laugh. I’m sure he couldn’t wait for us to get far away from him. Nothing personal. Who liked sitting next to a ticking nuke?

I jumped out the door—the wind slapped into me—and I made a bwaaaawk! like a giant chicken being hit by a truck. By sheer luck, I missed crashing into the horizontal tail stabilizer.

Giancarlo’s exit from the plane looked as uncoordinated as mine, though he didn’t make a sound. After watching me get blasted off to the left, he didn’t even try stretching his wings; instead, he dove like a missile until he fell out of the backblast of the propellers.

We righted ourselves, oriented to the west based on the sun, and got started with the slow part… flying ourselves the rest of the way... all one hundred miles of it.

Not quite two hours later, I discovered the GPS device wasn’t really necessary.

The mammoth helicopter Orlov had turned himself into had left an obvious mark on the desert where it landed. From miles away in the air, the sand looked like flour on a giant cutting board after someone slapped a tortilla down on it: a flat circle surrounded by an outward blast pattern. My theory about density appeared correct as the huge craft hadn’t left tire prints, at least none that survived a few days of wind. Relatively low weight, yeah, it wouldn’t have deformed the ground much.

We cruised by the area, pretending to be ordinary buzzards. Six fake Aboriginal huts stood in a circle around a fake water well. I’ve seen high school drama clubs make more convincing sets. No one appeared to be here, and we didn’t see anything resembling an obvious camera, either.

Giancarlo steered for a low spot where we could hide from direct view. This time, I swooped in low, flared my wings, and landed in a reasonably graceful fashion for a buzzard. No drunken gooney bird act. We sat there for a few minutes listening. Once confident the locals hadn’t noticed or cared about us, I went invisible and restored my body to human shape.

The tingling in my hands and feet worsened, near to burning. I didn’t want to say anything even though I suspected Giancarlo felt the same thing. Something told me we might not be walking out of here. Every time we used our powers, we pushed the minute hand of the doomsday clock closer to the bad place. The tingle-burn would creep up our arms and legs until it reached our torsos, at which point, I figured we’d blow up. Worst case scenario, the pain would become so intense I couldn’t do anything but flop around on the ground screaming for the last few hours of my life.

Yeah, things I shouldn’t think about right before entering a secret villain lair, right?

At least if we ended up being captured and locked up, we’d give Orlov the ultimate middle finger.

I gripped my hands shut and opened them over and over like I’d slammed my fingers in a car door. The tingling lessened a little, but it still felt like I’d slept on them and cut off circulation. Progressive numbness can’t be a good sign, but nothing to do about it now. Giancarlo patted me on the butt “pretending” to search for my hand to hold. I return the pat, then groped around empty air for his hand. Since we didn’t need the GPS device inside, I buried it next to a rock for later retrieval. No sense going invisible and wearing a visible wristband.

Holding hands, we hurried across open sand to the Walmart huts. They really did look like cheap plastic decorations. The first three we checked were empty. Number four was home to a couple freaked-out scorpions. The little bastards could somehow sense us but not see us, so they turned in circles, tail up, pincers opened, searching for threats. Despite laughing off bullets, scorpions still scared the heck out of me. I squeaked and ran for the largest hut.

The big one was a flimsy plastic shell covering a metal bunker, complete with a makeshift elevator. Unfortunately, I couldn’t tell by looking if Orlov left a thin coating of himself anywhere as a feeler to detect intruders.

Going down the main elevator was probably not the best idea, which is why Giancarlo led me to the next hut, this one concealing a ventilation system. Aha. Now it made sense why Orlov put up such a cheap fake village. He wasn’t trying to fool anyone on the ground. This pretend village existed to confuse satellites. Or rather, confuse people looking at the pictures taken by satellites. Even the best images Charlie had didn’t reveal how lame these plastic shacks were.

“We should go in via the ventilation system,” said Giancarlo’s voice inside my ear. “Giant millipedes?”

I shuddered at the idea of turning into a bug, but worked out the math, calculating a sausage-sized insect long enough to fit within the maximum compression we can tolerate. Unfortunately, the millipede would still weigh as much as our human forms. “Won’t work. We wouldn’t be able to cling to the walls. Our mass exceeds the shear strength of the micro hooks on the legs.”

He grumbled. “Octo-blobs it is.”

That worked to get us around CERN without touching the floor. As weird and disgusting as it was to melt into a jelly lump with sucker-bearing tentacles, I preferred it to insects. On the plus side, this form allowed us to keep our overall density the same. Angry atoms equaled bad atoms.

So, we squeezed through the grating over the air intake and sucker-climbed our way along dust-coated steel... down into Orlov’s lair.


Chapter Fifty-one

Twenty feet down, we heard voices.

I couldn’t make out what any of them said, as most spoke either Russian or something close to it. Might have been Polish or even Czech for all I knew. They didn’t sound panicked or despondent, so I figured the mad doctor had finally discovered like-minded scientists willing to help him achieve his goal of “elevating humanity.”

Giancarlo jabbed me with a tentacle. I swung an eye stalk around to look at his primary blob, stuck to the duct above me. He pointed using another tentacle at a human ear he’d formed on the side of his glistening form. Eww. He looked like a person dissolved in a vat of opaque white gelled acid. Ear there, eye here, and so on. I’d opted for less visually unpleasant tympanic membranes on my outer surface so I looked more like an octopus than a mad science project. I pointed one out to him. Giancarlo extended a tiny mouth tentacle.

“They are making preparations to expose a team of ten to the same event Peter tricked us into.”

I blinked all six of my eyes in disbelief. “When?”

“My Russian is not so good. Either fifteen minutes or two hours. But it gave me an idea.”

“I’m listening.”

“We only need to get down to the accelerator ring, access a control terminal, and let them run the experiment. It will not seem like anything unusual is happening. If we power the system up, Orlov might shut it down before it finishes.”

“I’d nod but I presently lack a head. That sounds like a good idea. Are you sure he’s here?”

“Yes. One of the voices is him.”

I modified the tips of several tentacles into screwdriver heads and removed what proved to be brackets for a filter. We squeezed past the opening, replaced the filter, and slithered deeper into the compound as fast as we could in case their timer turned out to be closer to fifteen minutes than two hours. Despite our best efforts to be quiet, our traversing bare steel sounded a bit like an army of schoolchildren popping tiny bubble wrap. Hopefully, no one would notice us over the thrum of machinery.

The sound of people talking guided us through the ventilation system to an exhaust port blowing clean air into an underground tunnel that looked remarkably like the facility at CERN. It didn’t have the safety warning signs, flashing lights, and appeared to be an absolute OSHA nightmare, but did have the functional bits of a giant particle accelerator.

We emerged into the ring tunnel, but rapidly had to disguise ourselves as red and yellow PVC tubes to hide from six people in white Hazmat suits and hard hats driving by on a little electric cart. As soon as they cruised out of sight around the ring, I slithered forward. No sense abandoning the plastic pipe disguise. All I had to do was hold still if someone showed up and we appeared indistinguishable from other parts of the collider.

Shit.

I stopped. “Carlo, the USBs…”

“Inside me,” he whispered. “Flesh pockets.”

Right. I shouldn’t have assumed he’d forgotten the most important little thing in the world to us. Onward we slithered. About forty yards from the vent we entered by, we reached the elevator. As two invisible octopi, we crept across the ceiling, entered the shaft, and made our way up the concrete to the interior of the surface bunker. Via thin eye-stalks, we peered under the outer elevator doors into a large, single room. Most of the space in the middle was empty to allow access to the giant platform elevator used to move equipment and small vehicles down to the ring. Two elevated decks on either side contained banks of computer equipment, workstations, and large display screens. Giancarlo’s octopus body jiggled in delight. I assumed he recognized the computers and wouldn’t need to make any changes to the scripts he’d brought with us.

One problem… Dr. Peter Orlov paced in front of the workstations on the left side, hands clasped behind his back like a confident general about to send his army into battle. He kind of reminded me of the admiral in Star Wars right before they blew Alderaan to bits. Cocky bastard. Yes, I’m a nerd. Anyway, hopefully Orlov didn’t plan on killing anyone here. No, he thought himself the ascendant savior of humanity. No reason to kill such bright minds.

Getting into the control room would require some thin squeezing that freaked me out for the stress it put on our atomic structure. Ever since they told us we had a countdown timer, I hated using my powers in extreme ways. But… in as little as two hours, we were either going to be dead or plain, normal humans.

As scary as it would be to end up stranded in the middle of the Australian Outback naked and mortal, I would take that ten times over blowing up.

No, we didn’t have to do this. We didn’t have to waste our valuable time here on this earth playing superhero and super villain with Orlov. After all, at this rate, we only had three or four weeks left to live—time I could be spending with Giancarlo and my family. That said, this might be our only chance at survival. We had to take it... and stop Orlov while we were at it.

And given the way my extremities burn-tingled already, the last few days would be far from pleasant. Burning in a car fire totally sucked. Imagine sitting on the surface of the sun and enjoying that heat while also not being consumed by it.

Yeah. Let’s do this.

Giancarlo tapped out “wait here” in Morse code by poking me with a tentacle. He didn’t even want to risk Orlov hearing our tiny tentacle mouths. I hated to sit here waiting, but he had the USB memory sticks in him. I had nothing to contribute at this moment unless Orlov saw him. If that happened, I’d jump out there and try our original “engulf and contain” plan. I explained as much back to Giancarlo via Morse poking.

That done, he started squeezing himself into a paper thin sheet to get under the door, but stopped. Dammit. The USB sticks wouldn’t fit. He held up a tentacle as if to say “one moment,” then went back down the elevator shaft. Oh, he’s probably looking for a ventilation opening. I watched the Giancarlo blob ooze along the wall. Where exactly he was going, I didn’t know, but I knew he had a plan. Dammit, why couldn’t we also be telepathic?

With Giancarlo gone, I clung to the wall, nervously watching Orlov and four other men at the controls. One of the monitor screens showed a group of six men and four women seated in movie theater style chairs down by the ring, likely at the ground zero point for the energy release. Everyone spoke Russian. The men in the control room all appeared comfortable as well as excited.

Minutes passed.

A man stood from his chair and crossed the room to a doorway at the right corner into what appeared to be an attached bathroom. Was Giancarlo in there? Maybe. If so, something told me Giancarlo had a nasty surprise in store for him. Another thing told me my fiancé could use a little help. The mad doctor did have extremely keen hearing after all.

So, I sent a hair-thin tentacle into the room, stretching left. A skinny man closest to the wall on my side appeared engrossed in staring at numbers on a computer monitor in front of him. As soon as my filament reached his ear, I generated a teeny mouth and made a fly-buzzing noise. Predictably, he started swatting around at the air. The instant his head turned toward me, I shoved the filament into his mouth, made the end swell up to the size of a chick pea, and jammed it down his throat.

He hacked and coughed, grabbing his neck while turning slightly green in the face, believing he’d eaten a fly. As fast as I could, I yanked the filament back into myself. Drawing it out of the guy’s throat set off his gag reflex, bringing him near to puking. With any luck, the man’s outburst would conceal any disturbance in the bathroom from Orlov’s oversensitive ears.

The other men in the control room laughed at the coughing guy, likely believing he’d eaten a bug. Orlov ignored him, all his attention on the screens. He practically shivered with glee. The man had really become the quintessential super villain, way overconfident. Nothing about his mannerisms gave away the slightest suggestion he knew the CIA had located him and the two of us had already made it inside. I couldn’t help but wonder if he somehow expected us to be here and interfere, but believed us incapable of doing anything to stop him.

The worker who’d gone to the bathroom returned to his station, and immediately got back to work.

For the next ten minutes, I clung to the wall watching the men tweak buttons, stare at screens, and apparently crack jokes. Bathroom guy got up again, holding his stomach and muttering something. Though I couldn’t understand a word of Russian, “I shouldn’t have eaten that” or something of the sort came through loud and clear via body language. The rest of the crew chuckled at him as he scurried to the toilet again.

If I had fingernails, I’d have been chewing on them.

The pacing Orlov barked a few orders, sounding proud and full of himself.

Minutes passed.

Bathroom guy again staggered out of the toilet closet, rubbing his throat. He looked disheveled, as though whatever happened in there had been a test of his constitution. The sight of him made the others laugh again. He looked around confused for a moment, shrugged, and returned to his station.

And then it hit me. The throat rubbing, the confusion.

This was the real guy. It had been Giancarlo who emerged the first time. Geez, had Giancarlo choked him out?

A few minutes after the bewildered technician sat down, something tugged at my lowest-dangling tentacle. Exactly. Try saying that with a straight face.

Anyway, I didn’t see anything, so assumed blob-Giancarlo had returned to the elevator shaft. Again, an invisible force pulled on my tentacle. Hopeful, I released my grip on the wall and slithered downward. More tentacles entwined with mine in a squishy, and bizarrely intimate hug. We squeezed each other for a brief moment before he tugged me downward.

He led the way into the ring tunnel. We scooted across the ceiling into the bundles of wires and pipes, and resumed our disguises as orange PVC tubes. A little over a mile of rapid slithering brought the ten volunteers in their comfy seats into view. Giancarlo kept on inching forward until we nestled like snakes in the wiring right above the people Orlov hoped to turn into supers. No doubt, the experiment had been optimized to create its optimum field effect at this spot, so this is where we needed to be.

Giancarlo extended a tiny tendril and tapped on me, again in Morse code. “Twenty-two minutes.”

I sprouted a similar thin tendril and wrapped it around his. Not the way I would have preferred to hold hands in our last little while on this Earth, but it would have to do. I fully expected we’d cease existing when they hit the button, but, who knows, maybe we still had a chance. If Orlov discovered us here, we’d have zero chance. Nuclear fission is somewhat permanent. They don’t make sunblock that strong.

He tapped “I love you, Mira.”

“I love you, too, Carlo.”

“Even if we die, this has been the best month of my life.”

Someone would notice a pipe crying. Good thing my tear ducts didn’t work anymore. I tapped back, “Mine as well.”

Whatever would happen, we had only to wait another approximately twenty minutes.


Chapter Fifty-two

Time slowed to a veritable crawl.

Having fifteen minutes before a moment that would either kill me or be the best thing ever caused the time to drag out into veritable hours. Giancarlo Morse code tapped on me with a second tiny tentacle since I still held the first one.

“We might need to be in our human forms. I don’t want to be stuck shaped like PVC piping.”

Dammit. I sprouted two mini eye stalks to look around for a hiding place. The best option appeared to be a shallow trench running along below us against the wall, access for workers to reach the underside of the accelerator path. If we laid flat on her backs, we should be able to avoid detection even in human form without invisibility.

The volunteer group couldn’t really see us too well up in the wires, but if a pair of pipes started moving, they’d probably notice. So, we turned invisible first. I stretched my foot end downward to the floor some sixteen feet below, then shoved my upper part away from the pipes. For a brief moment, I balanced upright on a three-inch-diameter circle, a meat pole wrapped in plastic cladding. Before gravity pulled me over, I widened my base and rapidly shrank down to my natural height and shape. Giancarlo dropped invisibility, fading in beside me, normal, human, and quite nude.

He didn’t want to be permanently stuck in a blue spandex suit without his man parts.

Yeah, that would be a bad idea.

I flattened myself out on my front and tried to put my body back to “normal Mira” as much as I could, then released invisibility. There we lay on cold concrete, trying our damndest not to move or make a sound.

Orlov said something in Russian less than six feet away from us, and I almost gasped in fright… but he hadn’t been talking to me. It sounded like he walked up to the volunteer group to speak to them in person. At first, I thought he wanted to make some arrogant “you are the first of the new evolution of humanity” ego-stroking speech, but he only said a few words before the particle accelerator began to warm up.

Shit… if he’s down here, too, he definitely knew about the atomic instability. Maybe he thinks re-exposure to the original experiment will fix it. I really, really hope Bathroom Man didn’t notice Giancarlo replace the control script.

The whirring grew louder and louder.

Volunteers shouted at each other, sounding nervous. One guy cheered like he couldn’t wait.

Orlov laughed like a madman. And then...

Kaboom!

***

Pain transcended a simple concept into a mission statement.

It’s possible I tried to scream, but if I did, no sound reached my awareness. My world contained no sense of light or dark, no feeling of gravity or motion. I floated in a void of agony where a split second might have occupied the conscious space of several hours. My atoms struggled to break the bonds holding them in place, each one an individual fiery lance piercing my flesh. I felt electrons whizzing around, ions zipping away, neutrons wandering back and forth, bumping into things.

Detonating like a nuclear warhead should not have hurt this much. It ought to have been painless. Instant. Science had no explanation for this time distortion effect. What went on around me, an uncontained release of energy from the fundamental building blocks of all matter, took microseconds to go from start to finish. How could it be possible for my consciousness to linger here, aware of the slow disintegration of my being?

After an indeterminate amount of time, floating in a haze of bright orange hell, a blue spot appeared in the far distance. Being this spot offered the only visual difference in my environment, I focused on it. The color shifted, rolling in on itself and expanding like a fizzing blue bath bomb dropped into orange water. Something about it soothed me. My focus shifted from pain to the beauty of the swirling azure fog. Soon, it covered a swath in front of me and I no longer noticed any discomfort. My pain ceased.

I floated in an endless void of dull orange, hovering by a titanic wall of perfect blue.

Wind brushed across my body.

A sense of gravity filled in at last. Pulling me backward, though I didn’t move. The blue wall stretched away, becoming deep and infinite. Not wall, but sky. Another breeze rolled over me. I became aware of dirt at my back.

I’m alive!

Or... maybe an afterlife existed.

An unusual urgency welled up inside me. Instinctual panic followed, but evaporated in a blast of air rushing into my throat.

Breath.

I sat up and gasped, staring out dumbfounded at miles of endless desert. Somewhat to my left, but quite far away, a dark grey mushroom cloud poisoned the perfect blue of a cloudless sky. Tiny fragments of char rained down around me, one smoking fragment hit the dirt inches from my foot. I looked down at myself, not at all surprised to see myself naked, but in complete shock to see myself at all. Everything looked like it should.

A moan came from behind me.

I twisted to look.

Giancarlo lay on his back, brushing small burning pieces off himself. He looked slightly different, like someone I saw briefly a while ago and didn’t fully remember. The mere sight of him made my gut flutter and my heart speed up, just like they did the first time I saw him and couldn’t even make eye contact.

Then it hit me. It wasn’t so much that he looked different.

It was that he’d become himself again.

Interesting. My husband obviously didn’t understand how handsome he really was… the man I’d been seeing these past weeks came from his self-image, not his DNA. I peered back over my shoulder, holding my fluttering hair off my eyes to gaze up at the rising mushroom cloud. There had been a nuclear blast… but not us. A brief tinge of guilt struck me for the people who’d been caught in the blast. I couldn’t say if Orlov exposing himself to the experiment again would have made him detonate or if it happened because of Giancarlo’s modified control script. For all I knew, they might have discovered the change and run the experiment normally, but that didn’t sound likely.

Considering the crater we lay in, I didn’t think we teleported this time—we’d fallen out of the sky.

I closed my eyes and held my breath.

One minute.

Two minutes.

Three minutes.

Four minutes…

My heart started to sink, but right as the urge to scream in despair hit me, my body involuntarily forced me to take another breath. Spots of light danced in my eyes.

“Are you all right?” asked Giancarlo. “Why are you gasping?”

“I… need to breathe.”

“I do, too!”

I spun toward him, gripping his shoulders. “You did it!”

“Are your hands still tingling?”

I looked down at them, opening and closing my fists. “No. I feel fine.”

“I do, too.”

“No tingles means we’re not unstable anymore?”

“I think so, yeah.”

A bit of charred meat landed a short distance away.

“That shouldn’t be possible.” I gestured at it. “Any biological material at ground zero of a nuclear detonation ought to have vaporized.”

“I’m fairly certain it’s raining Orlov,” said Giancarlo.

I shuddered.

He stood. “Are you hungry?”

The instant the word left his lips, my stomach growled. I’d never been the sort of person who ate large portions, but in that moment, I believed I could eat not one but two cows. “Yes. Very.”

We embraced, naked in the desert as a mushroom cloud climbed into the perfect cobalt sky a few miles away. Pieces of smoking Orlov rained everywhere. Talk about a surrealist postcard.

“It worked… we’re human again.”

“So it seems.”

I clung to him, overcome with joy to the point I couldn’t stop crying. Too many ideas wanted to come out in words for my brain to work. We had to return to Ohio for a proper celebration, tell my parents and family that we wouldn’t blow up. Put this whole hero business behind us… try for a baby. I cringed, hoping Giancarlo wouldn’t object to that idea. We had kind of rushed into marriage and never talked about children, mostly because it hadn’t been possible at the time.

Maybe work together somewhere again. Hopefully, our experience at CERN wouldn’t be a black mark on our resumes. Okay, yeah, a weird thing to think about now, in this place. Shows you how my brain works.

Giancarlo grasped my hand and raised it to kiss me on the knuckles where my wedding ring wasn’t. “We do have a few things to remedy, not the least of which is making it back to civilization.”

Crap. We’re stranded out in the desert with nothing. I opened my mouth to say something about having to find water and there being a lake east of here, but a tickle on my right ankle made me look down.

A large scorpion feverishly tried to jab me with its tail stinger, but didn’t pierce my skin. In fact, a half dozen swarmed around. Apparently, we’d landed on a nest of them.

“Dammit,” I said. “We’re not normal.”

“Were we ever?” He smiled. “Normal people don’t pursue doctorates in theoretical physics.”

I pointed down. “Look at my ankle, funny man. That scorpion isn’t stinging me.”

It then occurred to me that a scorpion was trying to sting me.

I screamed—and jumped away from it before running a good distance from our impact craters. Giancarlo jogged after me, grinning like a fool. A beautiful, sexy fool. I crouched to look at my ankle, and froze in mild surprise at a cluster of little red dots.

“Hey, look…”

Giancarlo took a knee, cradled my heel in one hand, and pulled my leg up. “This is different. The scorpion only caused a little damage, but couldn’t penetrate deep enough to inject venom.” He peered up at me. “Interesting. We aren’t completely impervious to harm, yet still somewhat resilient.”

The red dots faded away.

“With faster than average healing.” Giancarlo lightly kissed my ankle.

A shudder ran down my leg. “I’ll take impervious to scorpion stings and faster than average healing any day of the week.” I squinted into the distance, surveying the horizon. “Damn, I hope Traylor is looking at us now. Which way is it to Sydney?”

“I’d say check the GPS.” Giancarlo laughed. “But I’m pretty sure that thing is in orbit now.”

“Someone’s going to notice a nuclear detonation in the middle of Australia.” I cringed. “I hope we didn’t start a war.”

“I don’t think that explosion was nuclear. Merely energetic.”

“Good… the wildlife here is already ridiculous enough without radioactive mutations.” I brushed dirt off my rear end and legs. “We’re breathing again and hungry. I’ve got a pulse. We’re definitely not like we were after the first event.”

Giancarlo examined his arms. “No, we are very much visible.”

One might think that being stranded in the desert naked with no supplies would be cause for panic. But I surrendered to curiosity. Ever the scientist. We appeared to have returned to a state quite close to normal biological function. Attempting to shapeshift or stretch did nothing. I could still turn myself invisible, but Giancarlo couldn’t. A little experimentation soon revealed we both possessed slightly superhuman strength and agility. Neither one of us would be throwing cars around, but based on the size of the mini-boulder I just picked up, shoving a car out of my way might be possible if it was small enough. Our endurance also got a boost as we managed to run for quite a while before feeling the beginnings of fatigue.

We headed east, far enough away to escape the fall of Orlov bits. On the way, we discussed ideas of what talent Giancarlo might have. My logical side said if I could still turn invisible but he couldn’t, he must have some talent in its place. Since we both experienced identical circumstances, it stood to reason he had an undiscovered talent. An hour of jogging later, it struck me how amazing he looked coated in a thin layer of perspiration.

I know it’s a stupid idea from a survival standpoint, but damn, do I want to just stop where we are and make love to my new husband out here, alone in the desert, far away from prying eyes. And by prying, I mean CIA... and Traylor.

Giancarlo glanced over at me, smiling. “I think we could spare a few hours for that.”

Somewhat mortified, I blushed. “Um, what?”

“What you just said… about making love far from prying eyes.” He brushed a hand across my cheek.

“But I didn’t say that. I thought it.”

He tilted his head.

Oh, crap. He’s a mind reader.

Giancarlo whistled. “Damn.”

The CIA is going to run tests for years on us, I think. Maybe the rest of our lives.

“No they won’t, Mira.” He leaned in and kissed me. “There’s an easy way to make sure that doesn’t happen.”

“What do you mean? I can turn invisible and you are a mind reader now. The CIA would start a war in a small sovereign nation to get their hands on us again.”

He smiled. “No one has to know. We could act normal. Unless you’d prefer being a god of sorts.”

“Umm.” I half smiled. “Hard pass.”

I’d always been a bit of a mousy chicken, but after all we went through? We still had some powers. Sure the disturbing shapeshift stretchy stuff no longer worked—thank God—but we came out the other end of this odyssey with some significant advantages over normal people. Making use of those talents might not be a bad idea. But being a kinda-sorta god... and on the CIA’s radar? Nope and nope.

“I was hoping you’d say that.”

I had Giancarlo all to myself with hundreds of miles of desert around us. I took his hand and pulled him close. “Come here, my dear husband.”

“As you wish, my love. We have a few hours.”

I froze. “What happens in a few hours?”

“We will no longer be alone.”

“How do you know that?” I blinked.

“I am not sure. I simply do.” He smiled.

“Is that a psychic hit?”

“Maybe. But nothing to worry about. It’s only Charlie.”

“We really are two freaks,” I said.

Grinning, he took me in his arms. “Two secret freaks.”

The End

If you enjoyed Quantum Gods, please help us spread the word by leaving a review. Thank you!
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