Out of Roswell

Chapter 1 – On the Road


Well, it’s finally hit home.  We’ve done it.  We’ve left Roswell.  We’ve been cut off from home, family and friends.  All we have, now, is each other in the face of danger.  There’s no way any of us can turn back now.


I look at what I just wrote, and I realize that it could sound like I’m unhappy, or worried about this.  But the opposite is really true.  Oh, sure, I have regrets, but I’m just so relieved to be out of Roswell.  We may be on the run or we may be in danger, but I’m happy that my life full of lies is over.  My journal must have reached Mom and Dad by now, and Max’s parents know the truth too.  The lack of that great weight hanging over our heads makes me feel lightheaded, ready to dance.


And then there’s my marriage.  I look from my seat on the dirty old armchair in our room at Max, asleep under the sheets.  His face is relaxed and at peace, without the usual strain of responsibility.  It’s hard to believe that he’s finally, actually, my husband.  Four days isn’t really enough time to get used to the idea.  Liz Evans.  I can’t believe it—I feel like happiness this deep shouldn’t exist.


I know we’ll face more problems like what happened yesterday and the day before, the same as always, but I can’t help smiling as I watch the first rays of the morning sun crawl up my husband’s back.  I can’t squelch this feeling of giddy freedom.  I feel like we’re all finally on the road to finding out who we really are.


Liz reached across the intervening space and grabbed her husband’s hand.  She’d been reaching out to touch him every few minutes ever since they’d driven away from the motel with the sunrise a couple hours ago.  She heard a sigh behind her, but ignored it, imagining Isabelle rolling her eyes from the back seat with a faint smile.  Sure, it was a bit on the silly side, but Max was her husband, and she would be damned if she was going to restrain herself.  It wasn’t as if they had time for a honeymoon.  She would make what she could of the time they did have.


Max, as usual, seemed to read her mind.  He took his eyes off the road for a split second to shoot her an ironic, lopsided smile, and his fingers tightened slightly around hers.  That quick little grin was enough to tell her of his love for her, his reciprocal desire to be close, his gratefulness for her forbearance in the face of Isabelle’s annoying behavior, and his worry for his sister’s broken heart and dashed dreams.  She squeezed his hand back, then turned to look out her window.  

They’d been driving slowly through Arizona for their second day now, on back roads through the country.  She’d mailed her old journal back home in the little town where they’d married yesterday, after jotting down a quick note about the wedding, and now she was grateful.  They hadn’t seen a place to mail it since, or much of anything else.  Liz’s stomach had been rumbling quietly for half an hour now, and she’d been watching for anything promising along the road.  As if her friend had read her mind, Liz heard Maria from the seat directly behind her.

“Well I don’t know about the rest of you, but I think I might become violent if we don’t stop for something to eat soon!”

“I can second that,” Kyle drawled from the back seat.  Liz turned around and looked behind her.  Kyle and Isabelle both occupied the back seat, each on opposite ends.  Isabelle was staring listlessly out the window again, her chin propped up in her hands.  Kyle was sprawled comfortably on his side of the seat, his elbows hanging over the back of the seat as he looked forward hopefully.  Maria and Michael sat next to each other on the middle seat.  Michael was slouched low in the seat, his arm around Maria’s shoulders as she leaned, ever so slightly, against him.  Maria was looking forward, her arms crossed over her stomach.  Michael seemed blissfully unaware of the world, his eyes closed.  His head nodded in tandem with every bounce of the van as he dozed.


“If I remember the map correctly,” Liz shivered as her husband’s voice broke through her momentary reverie, “there should be a small town up here soon.  I’m sure we can find something there.” 


Liz turned forward again.  “Good.  Actually, I’m getting really hungry too.”  She watched the road ahead for a sight of the promised town.


After a second of silence she heard some rustling, and then a sudden thud.


“Ow!  Dammit!”  Liz turned back again to see what was happening.  Maria was holding Michael’s shoulder with one hand and looking into his face with concern.


“Oh, Michael, I’m sorry!  Are you okay?”


“Yeah,” Michael replied with a slight hint of a sulk, “what’s going on?”


“We’re supposed to be getting close to a town soon, so I leaned over to look for my purse.  I didn’t have time to grab money from my account, so I wanted to see how much I have left.”  


Michael nodded and rubbed his forehead, wincing.  “Oh.  Okay.  Come to think of it, I’m probably the only one who had time to clean out my stuff before we all left.  Everyone must be getting pretty short, huh?”  Isabelle took her eyes off the passing scenery outside to let loose another sigh and roll her eyes again.


“Haven’t you leaned how not to be stupid, yet?” she grumbled, not very quietly.


“Iz!” Max’s voice had some of the old command for a second as he shot her a look in the rear-view mirror.


“It’s not like it’s hard!  I just need a couple of ones!  I can change them into hundreds if we need them!” she shot back, exasperated.  Max watched the road again, his lips pressed together.  Liz reached out and stroked his arm once, and he shot her another quick look out of the corner of his eyes.  Michael looked offended for a moment, but Maria whispered something in his ear and he turned to face forward again, muttering under his breath.  

Kyle turned his head from Michael to Max to Isabelle, but maintained his relaxed position.  “In times like this,” Kyle began, “Buddha sa-“

Isabelle whipped her right hand around to face Kyle in the classic threatening alien pose.  “One more Buddhist saying out of you and I’ll give you flying lessons!” she snarled, not even turning to face him.  Kyle turned his head and looked out the window without another word, bringing his arms down off the back of the seat and crossing them over his chest.  Liz turned forward again, rubbing her hand up and down Max’s forearm as she felt his muscles tighten.

“There it is!” Maria’s voice suddenly broke the frigid silence in the van, making Liz jump.  “Wilkieup!  Hmm….not very big, is it?”

“I’m sure it’s big enough to have a restaurant,” Max said, slowing down.  “Anybody have any preferences?”

“NO fast food!” Maria insisted, and leaned forward again to quest for her elusive purse.  “Fast food breakfasts make me sick.”

“Yeah, see if you can find a good ol’ greasy spoon,” Michael said.  “I need a REAL breakfast, with plenty of grease and fat!”

“That looks promising,” Kyle said, “over there on the left!”  Liz looked and saw an old diner that fit the description ‘greasy spoon’ perfectly.  The dirt lot on one side was surprisingly full of cars and pickups.  “Dad always says ‘Look for the restaurant the locals all go to.  They’ll have the best food.’  That looks like all the cars in the surrounding county!”

Max pulled into the sandy lot, pulling into one of the larger spaces left for parking.  He turned around to face the group after putting the van in park.  “We’re close to California now, but we should still be careful not to attract too much attention.”  Liz gently wrapped her right hand around his left.  The corners of his mouth twitched up a bit as he continued.  “Isabelle could have said it more kindly, but it was good she mentioned transforming bills.  We should spend our money so we get as many bills as possible in change.  That way we can keep our money supply from depleting until we can find some way earn it honestly again.”  Liz began playing with the simple gold wedding band on Max’s finger.  His hand jerked, and he wrapped his larger hand around her fingers.  

Michael reached into the back pocket of his jeans and pulled out his wallet.  “I’ve got a fifty to break.  We probably shouldn’t pay with anything higher than that, or we’ll really attract attention.”

“Well then, Space Boy, you can pay for my meal, for once!”  Maria leaned over, opened the side door of the van, and jumped out, pulling Michael along with her.  “C’mon, I’m starving!”  Kyle got up and followed them.  Liz reluctantly let go of Max’s hand, opened her door and jumped down to the ground.  She closed her eyes and stretched, trying to get the kinks out of her legs.  Two days mostly spent riding in the van provided plenty of kinks.  She jumped and opened her eyes as she felt something circle her waist.  She smiled as Max leaned down to kiss her.

“Mmmmm…that’s wonderful,” she murmured against his lips.

“I couldn’t agree more.”  She heard the smile in his voice as she reached up to wrap her arms around him.  At times like this she felt as if she could melt into him.  As their kiss deepened her mind flashed with images from last night.  Just as she felt like they were never going to be able to part, a rustling sound behind them broke the kiss.  Isabelle.  Liz felt Max pull back slightly and did the same.  He looked down at her.  “I’ll meet you inside, okay?”  Liz nodded and smiled.  Max’s hands released their hold on her body, but as she backed off to follow the others into the diner she grabbed his hand again and gave it a reassuring squeeze.  Then, with a parting glimpse of his smile, she turned and walked toward the diner.

◦○◊○◦

Isabelle watched Liz walk off with narrowed eyes.  Max turned from his new wife to favor Isabelle with a look.  She knew, in the back of her head, that she wasn’t exactly being fair to those around her, but she felt like Liz and Max were going out of their way to rub their marital bliss in her face just as she had been forced, once again, to give up her love and life to their alien heritage.  She saw from the stubborn set of Max’s jaw that he was willing to wait for hours for her to emerge from the van. Great, just what she needed, another lecture.  Her black mood darkened even further, but she wasn’t inclined to dig her heels in too deep this time…she was hungry herself, and the smell of fresh bacon was tugging at her insistently.  She got up with a sigh and made her way out of the van, bracing herself for a quarrel.

After she jumped down, Max took a step toward her and, to her surprise, enfolded her in a hug.  “I’m sorry, Iz…” he said, “…this has been so unfair to you.”  His arms tightened their hold on her.  She felt as if she was frozen with shock.  “I haven’t thanked you yet for helping out with our wedding.  I’m sure it was painful for you, but yet you were there with me, and happy for me.  It meant so much to me to have you there.”  Max took a step back, but still had a light grip on her arms.  She stood, tears beginning to form in the corners of her eyes.  She held her breath in an attempt to stifle them.  “You always seem to pay the highest price for what we are and,” he looked down and to the side for a moment, and his voice lowered.  “and for my mistakes.”

Isabelle wrapped her arms around her brother with a small sob and buried her face in his shoulder.  There were times when he was an insufferable jerk, but this was not his fault.  It wasn’t fair he take the blame for this one.  After a couple of sniffles she stood up straight again and wiped at her eyes with shaking hands.  “It’s not your fault, Max.  If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.  Or the world’s.”  She shrugged, but her attempt at nonchalance was marred by her smeared eyeliner.  “I’m just not dealing with it well, yet.  I’ll try not to be quite so bitchy toward everyone.”

Max nodded with a faint smile.  “That would definitely improve the atmosphere in the van a bit.”  He looked down at his feet, then glanced up at her face again.  “Are you sure about Jesse?  Are you sure you don’t want him along?  He seemed willing enough to follow you.”

Isabelle felt some of her irritation rising again, but she limited her expression of it to a vexed sigh.  “I just – I just don’t think it’s fair to him.  He just got this great opportunity in Boston, and the thought of forcing him to give it all up for me, after I lied to him about everything for so long-“ She wiped at her eyes some more, getting the last of her smeared makeup off her face.  Max looked like he wanted to say something else, but he stopped and looked toward the diner.

“Ok.  Let’s go get something to eat.”  He took a step toward the diner.

“Wait.”  He turned and looked down at her hand, clutching the sleeve of his shirt.  “Thanks, Max.”  He quirked a questioning eyebrow at her.  “Thanks for being a brother, not a king, right now.  I – I really needed that.”

He smiled.  “I’m glad I didn’t screw it up then.  C’mon, aren’t you hungry?  Let’s go.”  Isabelle felt the beginning of an answering smile on her lips as she closed the van door behind her and followed him in.

◦○◊○◦

“So, is it just the four of you?” the waitress asked, her pencil poised over a small pad.  Liz was watching the door as Max and Isabelle came in.  She smiled and waved across the room at them.

“No, there’re six of us,” Michael said, jerking his head back in Max’s direction.

“Ok,” the waitress looked a little surprised, then started handing out the four menus she’d brought over.  “You guys need two more menus?”

“No,” Maria smiled at the older woman, “we can share.”

“Right.  What do you all want to drink?”  The waitress reached out to hand the last menu to Liz’s outstretched hand.  As Liz grasped the menu her hand touched the waitress’s.  Liz felt a familiar jolt run down her spine.

She suddenly saw the waitress lying on the floor, a bullet wound through her chest, and a pool of blood underneath her.  A pair of feet stood at the woman’s head.  The scene whirled and twisted, and she saw three figures.  The feet belonged to the figure closest to the wounded waitress, a tall man wearing a knit ski mask.  He held a gun, and the muzzle was pointed toward the cash register, where a man was draped over the counter, bleeding.  Behind him stood another man, a little stockier and shorter, also with a mask on.  The third robber stood behind the register.  She was a slight woman, with long blonde hair sticking out under her ski mask.  Liz concentrated, trying to find out more, and just had time to notice that she could see the sun about to set out the front window, when she heard “Liz!  Liz!  Are you all right?”  She blinked and shook her head.  When her eyes opened again, she saw Max’s face, a small crease of worry on his forehead.  “Liz!”

She clutched his arm, noticing that she’d dropped the menu she’d been holding on the table.  “Max!  Oh god…”  She shook for a moment as shivers ran up and down her spine.  The waitress looked at her oddly.

“Uh, I can come back later…” she ventured.

“What do you want to drink, Liz?” Max prompted.  Liz shook her head again, then looked up with a wan smile, her mind racing for a mild explanation of her strange behavior.

“Sorry.  Must still be sleepy.  I’ll have some orange juice.  Thanks.”  

The waitress nodded tentatively.  “I’ll be back with your drinks in a second then.  I’ll take the rest of your order when I come back with ‘em.”  She turned and left.  Liz breathed a sigh of relief.

“What was it, Liz?” Max asked, putting his arm around her shoulders and hugging her close to him.  Isabelle and Maria leaned forward across the table, watching her intently.  Kyle turned from staring out the window to look at her too.  Michael was leaning back in the seat, his arms crossed and his eyes half-closed again.

“I – I had another vision.  Of the future,” Liz stuttered a bit, then took a deep breath to gain control of herself .  Max’s arm tightened around her.  “This place…it’s going to the robbed.  The waitress was lying on the floor, shot…maybe even dead.”  Liz swung her head around and looked at the cash register.  “There was a man, also shot, draped over the counter there, next to the register.”  Everyone’s eyes involuntarily followed Liz’s to the register.  “There were three robbers, two men, and a woman.  They were all wearing ski masks, I can’t say too much about them…except the woman.  She had longish blonde hair.”  Michael had discarded his appearance of unconcern and was looking around at the other patrons with a piercing gaze.  Maria had grabbed Liz’s hand across the table.

“Could you see anything else?  Does it happen soon?”

Liz rallied enough to smile at her friend and gesture with her free hand toward the large picture window in the west wall.  “No, the sun was setting.”

“Setting?!?”  Maria was distressed.  “How long do they make that poor woman work?  We’re talking nearly 16 straight hours, here!”

“Weren’t you paying attention, Maria?”  Michael had stopped his survey of the restaurant at Liz’s assurance they had plenty of time.  He looked toward the door, directing everyone else’s gaze there too.  A “Help Wanted” sign was propped up in the window there.  “I think our observant friend here,” he pointed at Kyle, “should have considered that sign as well as the number of cars outside before telling us how wonderful this place was gonna be.”  Kyle merely looked annoyed and shrugged, then went back to looking at his menu.

Isabelle glanced around quickly, then opened her own menu.  “Look at your menus, guys, some people are beginning to stare.  We shouldn’t attract too much attention to ourselves.”  Michael reached over and grabbed the menu in front of Maria, while Max opened the one Liz had dropped.  Isabelle pulled a face as she looked at the menu.  “Is there anything here that won’t give me a heart attack?”  Michael leaned forward and looked at Isabelle with a slight grin.

“Not that I can see.  No fruit plates.  You can choose eggs or pancakes.”

“Or both!” Kyle added, his eyes on the largest breakfast on the bottom of the page.  Isabelle pretended to ignore them both.

Liz looked up as a large glass orange juice was placed in front of her.  The waitress had already dismissed Liz’s strange behavior, and looked over the six with an unconcerned eye.  “You guys decided what you want to eat?”

Michael and Kyle both nodded and leaned forward.  “I’ll have the two eggs, pancakes, and sausage, please.” Kyle said, pointing to the menu.

“How do you want your eggs?”

Liz tuned out the others as she tried to decide on what she was going to order.  She’d settled on an egg and hash browns when she felt Max elbow her.  She looked up and ordered.  The waitress nodded as she jotted the order down, then sauntered off.  “So, what are we going to do?”

Isabelle took a sip of her coffee.  “Do about what?”

“The robbery!”

Isabelle looked down.  “Do we have to do anything?”

“We’ll be long gone by the time this happens,” Michael added.  “The last thing we need to do right now is play hero in some two-bit town.”

“But Michael, we can’t just let them die!”  Maria seemed horrified.

Max nodded.  “I couldn’t let it happen to Liz when this all started.  I can’t let it happen here, either.”

Michael snorted, ‘Yeah, and look how great that decision turned out to be!”

Maria looked at Kyle, who suddenly looked uncomfortable and squirmed in his seat.  “What do you think, Kyle?”

“I’m not sure.  It doesn’t really seem right to just let it happen like Liz saw, but…” he paused, then plowed on ahead, “But it does seem like a stupid risk right now.  We’re only a couple of days out of Roswell.  Dad’s convinced them we’re heading to Mexico.  If they get a report of us here, we’ve just thrown away whatever advantage we have.”  As he mentioned his father, Kyle’s shoulders slumped, and he looked down at his orange juice as if it’d somehow solve his problems.

“Exactly!” Michael agreed.  “If we get involved, who knows what will happen.  The way I see it, the least that will happen is we tip the FBI off to our location.  At worst, we all end up dead too.”  He shook his head.  “I’m not really sure if it’s worth it.”

“Michael, you can’t really mean that!”  Maria’s voice rose a little, and Liz and Isabelle both made shushing motions.  Maria lowered her tone, but spoke just as stridently as she continued.  “We’ll just have to be really careful about how we go about this.”

Liz finally spoke up.  “We have to try to stem this robbery off before it happens, so we aren’t forced to perform any alien fireworks.  But it would be wrong to allow this to happen, now that I know about it.”

Isabelle looked around the table.  “I agree that it’s distasteful, but Liz, think this through.  We can’t stop every bad thing that happens to people.  Look at how little we could control about our own lives.  Every time you see someone robbed, or lost, or missing a puppy in the future, we can’t just drop everything and help them.”  She closed her eyes and dropped her head a bit.  “We’re not superhuman.  And we’re in horrible danger right now ourselves.  Is it worth all our lives to stop this?”  Isabelle looked up into Liz’s eyes.

Liz’s jaw was firm and her eyes didn’t waver.  “Yes.  I have a responsibility to do what I can.”  She sat up straight in the booth.  “I know I can’t fix the entire world.  But I can’t allow these innocent people to die because of my fear.”  She looked down at the table.  “I understand if you don’t want to help.  But I have to.  I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t.”  Max’s arm behind her suddenly pulled her tightly to him, and he kissed the top of her head.

“I understand what you mean,” he whispered.  She looked up into his brown eyes, grateful for his understanding.  He smiled.  “Remember that Christmas, when I let that man die?  You were my moral compass then, Liz.  It was dangerous, healing those children, but it was right.  I would never take back that action.”  Liz nodded.  He did understand exactly how she felt, she realized.  His healing powers carried much the same burden of responsibility that her foresight did.  “You helped me find my balance, Liz.  Now we’ve just got to find yours.”

Michael sighed and sat back.  “Well, if we’re going to go ahead and do this foolish thing, we’d better all be in it together, or we’ll never pull it off.”

Isabelle rested her chin in her hand and looked across the table at her brother and new sister-in-law.  “I understand where you’re coming from.  Really, I do.  But if we’re gonna do this now, we’ve got to be really careful.  And we can’t do this every time Liz sees something bad happening.  You do realize this.”  Liz nodded, still hugged tightly against Max.  She felt Max turn his head, then release her from his grip.

“Here comes our food.”  Everyone sat back from the table as the waitress walked up.

“Eggs and pancakes?”  Kyle and Michael both raised their hands a bit, and the waitress set their plates in front of them.  An idea struck Liz, and she looked for the woman’s nametag.  “Veggie omelet?”  Isabelle nodded, and as the waitress placed a plate in front of her, Liz spotted it.  “Pancakes and bacon?” Maria smiled and the woman gave her her breakfast.  “Here’s your syrup and some butter, hon.  I’ll be right back with your food,” the woman said to Liz and Max.  Before she could turn away, Liz spoke up.

“Fran?  What sort of help are you looking for here?  Waitresses?  Cooks?”

“Well, now, we could use just about anybody.  We’re the best restaurant in the area, and always busy.”  Fran smiled.  “But don’t you worry, honey, we have an excellent cook, your food won’t be long.”  She walked away.

“What was that about?” Maria asked curiously.

Liz shrugged.  “I was thinking, whatever we do, it’ll be weird if we just hang out here until nightfall.  But if I can get a job here waiting tables, I kill two birds with one stone.  Not only do I keep Fran from getting shot, but we’ll all have an excuse to hang around.”

Max shifted in his seat.  “I don’t like the idea of you being here, Liz.  Especially alone.  The last thing we need is you getting shot again.”

Michael waved his fork in the air.  “No, no, that might work,” he said through a mouthful of pancakes.  “I could apply to cook here too.  Shoot, Maria can try too.  Safety in numbers, and all.”

“You guys, that has its own dangers.”  Isabelle stared at the ceiling, a piece of omelet forgotten on her upraised fork.  “We can’t just be hired…there’re all sorts of concerns, like social security numbers.  You can’t use your own identities.”  She ate the omelet on her fork and grimaced.  “I forgot to ask for Tabasco.”

“Ah, that’s easy!” Kyle jumped in.  “Just do your alien thing,” he waved his hand carelessly over the table, as if trying to transform it into something.  “and ‘Shazzaam!’, new ID.  We already did that in Vegas, remember?  It’s got to be a heck of a lot easier than what Isabelle did, creating Liz’s dress for the wedding!”

“Yeah, but I just changed our ages on those IDs,” Michael said.  “We’re talking about whole new identities.  That could be a problem.”

Maria shook her head.  “We’re just talking about a temp job, right?  One day?  I’m sure we can talk the owner into hiring us for cash for one shift…”

Michael shrugged.  “I suppose it’s possible, especially for waiting tables.  Still, the whole ID thing is something we should consider for the future.”

“What shall the rest of us do while you’re all trying to get shot?” Isabelle asked, evidently deciding that arguing against attempting to find work at the diner was hopeless.  “Hang out in the van?”

Max opened his mouth to say something when Fran exited the kitchen with two more plates in tow.  “Which of you wanted the two eggs over easy with a side of bacon?”  Max nodded and she set down Liz and Max’s breakfasts in front of them.  “You need a head on that?” she asked Isabelle with a nod toward her coffee cup.

“Please.”

“Mine too, please.”

“You have regular or decaff?” Fran asked Maria.

“Regular.  Thanks.”

“I’ll be back in a moment.”

Liz looked at Max as Fran walked off.  “What do you think?”

“I don’t really like the idea of you working here during a robbery.” Liz opened her mouth to protest.  “BUT as long as someone else is working here with you, I think it’s our best option.”  He speared a piece of bacon and began to lift it to his mouth.  “But Isabelle had a good point.  Where will the rest of us be?”

“If there’s a motel in the area, you could rent a few rooms for the night,” Maria suggested.

“I suppose, only it’ll still attract attention when we decide to stay the whole day.”

Isabelle leaned back with a sigh.  “Well, first I suggest we all buy some clothes here.  It’s not like we left with much in the way of belongings.”  She looked outside and sniffed with disdain.  “It won’t be much, but even just jeans, a couple of shirts and underwear would be nice.  We find a motel nearby with a coin laundry and we’ll have plenty of exciting things to do.”

Max nudged Liz with his elbow.  “Here she comes.”

Fran leaned over and filled Maria’s and Isabelle’s cups.  “You kids need anything else?”

Liz leaned forward.  “Fran, we were just talking and…well…” she smiled a little sheepishly, “We’re a little short of money.  We were wondering if some of us could be hired to waitress here for a little while.”

“You mean you don’t have enough cash to pay your bill?”  There was an ominous darkening of their waitress’s voice.

“No, no!”  Michael made calming motions with his had.  “We can pay you.  We just realized we’ll be short before the end of our trip, and since you need help anyway, we thought we could help each other out.”  

Maria nodded her head enthusiastically.  “She and I have both been waitresses for a few years back home, and he,” she pointed at Michael, “has been the cook for two years at our restaurant as well.”

Fran only look partially mollified.  “Well, it’s not my place to say, but I’ll ask Hal what he thinks.  When would you be able to start?”

“We could start work tonight.” Liz offered, trying not to appear too eager.

Fran shrugged, still keeping a wary eye on them all.  “I’ll see what he says.”

Liz smiled as reassuringly as she could.  “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

Isabelle stirred her coffee.  “Well, that could’ve been handled better.”  She took a tentative sip from her mug, watching Fran as she walked back into the kitchen.  “I think we all owe Fran a large tip, however this turns out…it should encourage her not to remember too much about us.”  The rest continued to eat their breakfast in silence, each considering the possible consequences of their actions over the next few hours.  Liz was just finishing off the last bite of her hashbrowns as a man, wiping his hands on a towel, emerged from the kitchen.  She gasped and nearly dropped her fork as she saw him.  Max grabbed her hand under the table.

“Is he the man you saw, Liz?” he asked quietly.  “The man who was shot?”  She nodded silently and placed her fork down on her plate with exaggerated care as she struggled to compose herself.  She didn’t want to miss this chance to prevent her horrible vision from happening.

“I hear you kids are looking for work?”  The man looked hot and tired.  Liz couldn’t help feeling sorry for him.

“Yes, sir.  We’re on a road trip across the country, and it looks like our funds will run out before we can settle down in L.A.  We noticed your sign out front, and since three of us have done work like this before, we thought…” Maria’s voice trailed off.

“How long are you gonna stick around?” the man asked, obviously looking them all over.

“We’re not sure, sir.” Michael interjected.  “Probably a couple of days.  Not more than a week.”

The man nodded, not surprised. “I could use a cook and a waitress.  I’ll pay the cook six dollars and hour.  The waitress gets three dollars an hour plus tips.  Can you start this afternoon?”

Liz smiled and nodded.  “Yes, sir.  What time?”

Hal scratched the back of his head for a moment.  “How about three.  It’s pretty dead about then, it’ll give you a chance to settle in before the dinner rush.  Don’t show up late.”

“I’ll be there, sir.” Liz held her smile.

“Me too,” Michael added.

“All right.”  Hal nodded and walked back through the swinging doors too the kitchen.

“Well,” Max said, still looking a little nervous.  “I guess that’s taken care of, then.  We’ve got a few hours to find a place to stay and plan how you two are going to contact us when you need help.”

Maria leaned forward.  “I think we should just wait in the van during their shift.  Otherwise we’d be too far away to be any help when something happens.”

Liz looked outside.  “The sun doesn’t set until about seven thirty right now.  There’s no reason for you guys to hang out here all afternoon.  I guess if you come in for dinner right after seven you’d have a good chance of being here.”

“Sounds like a plan to me,” Michael said, pulling out his fifty to pay Fran, who was making her way toward them.  He handed her the fifty dollar bill.  She took it with a suspicious look and walked back toward the cash register.  “I’m happy to get out of doing laundry.”  Maria looked slightly miffed at his comment, and opened her mouth to say something.  Fran came back, however, so she stifled her protest.  Fran handed him his change with a nod, then turned toward the table next to them.

“No, Michael!  Give her the five!” Kyle protested as Michael began counting out four ones.

“Why?  I’m already giving her more than ten percent.  Why another buck?”

“Weren’t you listening?  Each of those one dollar bills could one day be one hundred dollars!  We want to conserve the number of bills, not our actual cash.”

“Oh, yeah, right.”  Michael replaced the four dollar tip with a five.

“Let’s go,” Isabelle said, getting up.  “I need something else to wear.”

Everyone else got up and followed her out of the diner.

◦○◊○◦

Michael looked outside.  The sun shone through the picture window in the front of the restaurant, right into his eyes.  The first four hours of his shift here had passed more quickly than he thought possible.  As he grabbed the next order he intercepted a significant look from Liz.  He followed her gaze and saw his friends enter the restaurant.  Of course.  If the sun was low enough to shine in his eyes, it was setting.  Liz’s vision was about to happen.  Max nodded at Michael before his eyes locked with Liz’s and stayed there.  Liz walked up to the table where they settled down with a smile.  Michael’s muscles tensed up as he began cooking again, and he looked out at the dining room every few seconds.

“What’s gotten into you, Michael?”  Hal was still here, but rather than cooking, he was sitting in a chair behind the register.  “You’re antsy all of a sudden.”

“Sorry, Hal,” Michael said as he tried to think of a harmless explanation.  “I think I need a quick break.”  He shot a significant glance toward the bathrooms.  Hal chuckled and nodded.

“That’s fine.  I’ll hold the fort ‘til you get back.”

“Thanks, Hal.”  Michael wiped his hands quickly and slipped out the back of the kitchen.  He couldn’t be so obvious about his nervousness!  He resolved to tighten his control over his emotions.

Michael hurried in the bathroom, then took the grill back from Hal.  “Thanks.”  Hal nodded and sat back down by the register.  Michael could understand why Hal wouldn’t trust them alone in his restaurant, but having the guy stand behind him all day was a bit annoying.  At least he was a pleasant boss.  And he hadn’t even asked to look at any IDs.  Michael was thinking over their ID problem, which would undoubtedly become a large issue for them when he was interrupted by a hiss from Liz.

“Hey!”

“What?” he growled back, scooping a burger onto a waiting bun.

“Have you noticed the sun?”

“The sun…what?”  Michael was confused for a second.  “Oh!  It’s already set!  Nothing happened!”

“Exactly!  Maybe we changed it!  Maybe just being here changed my vision!” Liz was so excited that Michael couldn’t restrain a small smile.

“So, you’ve checked?  Have you touched Hal to find out if the future’s changed?”

Liz’s happiness damped a bit.  “No…no, I haven’t.  I’d better do that.  I suppose this didn’t have to happen today, after all.”  She walked away, and Michael felt a little bad that he’d punctured her balloon, but then he shrugged and went back to work.  The rest of the evening seemed to fly by.  As Liz finished up cleaning off the tables she bumped, as if by accident, into Hal.  “Oh!  I’m so sorry, Hal!”  As she touched a hand to his arm, her face suddenly blanched white as bone.  She snatched her hand away.  “I’m sorry.”  She hurried back to the kitchen, clutching the large rectangular plastic bucket she held to her hip tightly with her other hand.  Michael hurried with the last of the cleanup.  Hal carefully counted out two piles of cash as they both waited by the back door.

“Will I see you tomorrow?” he asked as he handed one to Michael.

“Yes!  Yes, we’ll be here tomorrow!  Same time?” Liz jumped in, still pale.  

Hal shot her a weird look, but only nodded.  “All right then, three tomorrow.”  Michael turned, pushing open the door.  “And you guys?”

He turned back to look at Hal.  “Yeah?”

“Thanks.”

Liz nodded and pulled Michael into the parking lot, practically dragging him to the waiting van.  She shushed him when he opened his mouth to ask her what was going on.  She flung open the front door of the van and crawled in.  Michael noticed that she was shaking.

“Well?  Why didn’t anything happen?” Max asked as Liz began to fasten her seat belt.  “Did our presence stop the robbers somehow?”

Liz shook her head, and Michael already knew what she was about to say.  “No.  No, it didn’t.  I touched Hal again, trying to find out what happens.  This time I saw a newspaper in my vision, on the floor next to…next to me.  The robbery still happens; it happens tomorrow…only…only I saw Michael and me dead, as well.”

◦○◊○◦

Max rolled over and reached for Liz.  His eyes snapped open as his hand met cold sheets instead.  He sat up, trying to get his bearings.  The room was dark, and the bathroom too; she wasn’t here.  The clock on the bed stand read 4 a.m.  He looked to the side of the bed and saw her pajamas lying on the ratty old armchair next to the bed.  She must have gotten dressed.  Max pulled himself out of bed, his worry a loud clamoring that he sternly pushed to the back of his mind.  He noted, as he pulled on a pair of pants, that her shoes were also gone.  He tried to comfort himself, saying that maybe she just went for a walk.  There’d been a lot of uncomfortable silence when they’d arrived at the motel.  Liz had been adamant in returning to work at the diner tomorrow, no matter what persuasion was attempted.  Maybe she’d just gone for a walk to work things out in her head.  He blindly grabbed a button up shirt and the second room key, then left the room.

Liz wasn’t out front, and he wasn’t able to see her up or down the road.  He just finished pulling the shirt on as he rounded the corner of the motel.  As he neared the back edge of the side wall he heard something.  A dark figure was silhouetted in the moonlight.  Max quietly walked up to the figure.  Whoever it was was holding out their hand toward a precarious pile of rocks.  When Max was only a few yards away, he heard the sound again—a muttered curse full of frustration—and he recognized Liz’s voice.

She held up her hand again, palm open toward the rocks.  Max silently walked up close behind her and asked, “What’s going on, Liz?”  She jumped and let loose a little yelp, and a green flash suddenly shot out of her hand, hitting the rocks with a sharp loud crack.  They exploded outward, and Max leapt forward and dragged Liz to the ground, shielding her from the pieces of stone flying all around them.  “Liz?  Liz!  Are you all right?”

“Oh Max, you scared me to death!” Liz gasped.  Max got up and held his hand out to her.  She grabbed hold of it and he helped her regain her feet.  “I didn’t know you were there!”

“What were you doing?” he asked, concerned.  Liz reached down and began to wipe the dirt off her jeans.  He saw that her hands were shaking again, as they had been after her shift a few hours earlier.

“I-I’ve been worried about the vision.  About seeing Michael and me dead.  I thought that if I tried to practice my-“ she made a face, “powers, I would be able to prevent it from happening.”  She looked at the shards of rock scattered about them.  “I’ve only used them on purpose when I threw Tess across the room that one time.  I’ve been trying to zap those rocks for about half an hour, and I couldn’t get so much as a spark.  But you startled me, and ‘ZAP!’, I let loose.”  She looked irritated.  “I can’t seem to control it!”

Max enfolded her in a tight hug.  “If you don’t want to go tomorrow, Liz, you don’t have to.”

She turned in to the circle of his arms and pressed her cheek against his chest.  “I do.  I have to-I just know I do.  But I’m frustrated.”  She hugged him back as hard as she could.  “And scared.”

Max’s mind raced.  He remembered similar feelings of his own over a year and a half ago.  He’d been frightened too, but his conviction that healing those children was right had been stronger than the fear.  He couldn’t insist that she give up on these people, even though his fear at losing her made his legs feel weak.  He loved her strength, her ideals, and her convictions.  He could never ask her to give those up.  He had to keep her safe.  “You know, now, that the attack is tomorr-well, later today, right?  And you only saw you and Michel there?”  Her hair rustled as she nodded.  “We’ll hang out at the diner like we did last night.  We’ll just get there an hour or two earlier.  That way, whatever time this all happens, we’ll be there.  With all of us there, nothing can happen, right?”

Liz pushed back against him and looked up at his face.  “I-I guess.  I didn’t see you there at all in my last vision.  But Max, that still doesn’t solve my problem with these powers.”  She waved one of her hands toward a particularly large piece of stone at their feet.  “I don’t have control of them.  What am I going to do?”

“We didn’t learn control overnight either.  Look at Michael, when you first met him, he was totally out of control.  He’s a lot better now, but he still loses it occasionally.  And he had years with it.  Just give yourself some time, Liz.  You don’t have to be perfect, and you don’t have to do it all yourself.  We’re together in this.”

Liz looked down.  “You’re right.  I feel stupid for coming out here alone like this.  And the others may not like me doing this, but they’re all helping out.  Especially Michael.”  She smiled up at him.

“Yeah, he did the same thing when I needed help with those kids.” Max agreed, leading Liz back toward their room.  “And he helped protect you guys when you were investigating Alex’s death.”  Max sighed, thinking of his brother and best friend.  “He puts on a show, but that’s what it is, mostly.  A show.”

“It’s too easy for me to forget that about Michael.”  Liz pulled her room key out of her pockets and unlocked their door with a yawn.  “I couldn’t sleep earlier, but now I’m exhausted.”  She closed the door behind them, then turned and kissed Max.  “Thank you for talking a little sense into me,” she whispered as their lips parted.

Max smiled.  “Anytime…” he whispered back, then pulled her close and renewed the kiss.

◦○◊○◦

The knock at the door echoed loudly.  The room was foggy and indistinct, but the door stood out sharply in Isabelle’s vision.  She watched a man walk up to the door slowly, reach out, and turn the knob.  A bright light was on the other side, and the silhouette of a figure.  Isabelle squinted and shaded her eyes.

“Mr. Parker?” The dark figure reached up and pulled off its hat.  “Jeff Parker?”

The man answering the door nodded and swallowed.  Isabelle could see fear and worry etched on his face.  “Yes.  That’s me, Sheriff.”

“Mr. Parker, you reported your daughter missing three days ago?  She was one of the students that disappeared after the incident at graduation?”

“Yes Sheriff.  Have you found her?”

“Well, sir, as you know, the FBI is involved in the case.  They’ve informed me that they’ve found your daughter.  This Max character you were so worried about?  Well, you were right.  They robbed a bank together, and blew up a military base.  We have video of them.”

“What?”

“They broke into a hospital and held some doctors hostage.”

“I-I don’t believe you!”

“She was shot during the police response to the incident.”  The silhouette’s voice was dispassionate as it listed the increasingly disastrous, and unlikely, news.  Mr. Parker grabbed hold of the doorjamb as his legs began to collapse under him.

“Liz!  My little girl!  How did this happen?!?”

Isabelle couldn’t stand it anymore.  She walked over and shook his shoulder.  She could only hope he would remember something of the dream in the morning.  “Mr. Parker?”  He lifted a grief-ravaged face up to her.  “Mr. Parker, he’s wrong.  Your daughter is fine.”

“What?”

“There was a disfiguring fire involved, Mr. Parker.  Maybe you shouldn’t bring your wife to identify the body,” the “sheriff” continued, oblivious to Isabelle’s presence.  Isabelle whirled on the figure with an oath.

“Shut up!”  She pulled Mr. Parker back and slammed the door.  “Mr. Parker, Liz is okay.  She’s fine.  I promise you.”

“You-you’re a friend of Liz’s, aren’t you?”

“I’m Max’s sister, Mr. Parker.  I left Roswell with them.”

“Max?  He stole my little girl.”

Isabelle rolled her eyes.  People were so annoying when they were dreaming.  “No, Mr. Parker, Liz went with us willingly.  She’s okay.  I promise.  I just saw her a couple hours ago.  She’s fine.”

“Where is she?  Why’d she leave?”

Isabelle took a deep breath.  “I can’t tell you, Mr. Parker, but please, please remember this when you wake up.  Your daughter is fine.  She’s happy.  Okay?  She’s sent something to you in the mail.  It will explain everything.  Just hold on a little longer, Mr. Parker, and then you’ll understand.”

He nodded, still distraught, but a little calmer.  Isabelle tried her best to smile at him, then broke the dreamwalk.  She sat up in bed, gasping.  She looked over at Maria, sleeping so peacefully in her bed, and was momentarily jealous.  But she couldn’t help looking back at Roswell, and at all those they’d left behind.  Mr. Parker had been in the worst shape of all their parents, but Mrs. Parker and Mrs. Deluca hadn’t been much better off.  At least her parents knew what this was really all about, though they were worried for their children.  She clenched the sheets.  She had just one more person she should visit.  An important person—so important she’d been unable to bring herself to try to dreamwalk him.  Jesse.  How betrayed…how angry he must feel.  She just wasn’t brave enough to see what he thought of her.  The thought of what Jesse was going through was almost more than she could bear to imagine.  Isabelle turned over in bed with a sigh and tried to calm her whirling thoughts and burgeoning guilt.

Would she ever be able to be happy?

Would she ever forgive herself?

◦○◊○◦

“I’m sorry, Hal.  We really appreciate everything you’ve done for us.”  Liz smiled as she saw Hal grin a little and shake his head.

“No, don’t be sorry.  You explained it was only a little while when you asked to work.  I know Fran and Sue appreciated the time off they got.”  Sue, the other regular waitress at the diner, smiled and nodded.

“You bet!  It’s great to be going home this early, for once!”  Sue waved and pushed open the back door.  Liz smiled and waved back as the older woman left.

Hal smiled.  “I’ll handle the register again.  Now,” he clapped his hands,” time to get to work!”

“Yessir,” Michael nodded and turned to go back in the kitchen.  Liz snagged an apron and began to tie it around her waist.  As she was grabbing a pencil and pad for orders, the bell over the door jingled and a family walked in.  They settled in a corner booth and Liz walked over to them.

“Can I get you something to drink first?” she asked, handing out menus.  Each parent was sitting on the edge of the booth seat, with a little boy by the wall on each side.  The boys were kicking each other under the table, and Liz stifled a grin as she realized the parents were trying to be buffer between their overactive little boys and the rest of the world.  The mother shot a quelling look at her two sons and then turned to Liz with a smile.

“Milk for each of the boys, and water for me.”

Her husband nodded.  “I’ll have some coffee.”

“Regular or decaf?”

“Regular.”

Liz nodded and turned to get their drinks.  The place was surprisingly full for mid-afternoon.  An older couple was at one small table.  A young man and his girlfriend were a few booths away from the family that had just walked in.  There were seven middle-aged men on the opposite side of the dining room at a couple of tables, holding a loud conversation about ranching or something.  There was even a guy sitting at the bar near the cash register, talking to Hal.  She might make a little extra money today.  She filled the milk glasses for the boys, and got the ice water and coffee.  She wondered briefly how the father could stand to drink coffee in heat like this.  The family would probably not tip too much, but the young man might, if he wanted to impress his girlfriend.  The older couple was harder to judge.  Some were very generous, others were never happy with the service.  This couple here looked like the perfect set of grandparents, and Liz couldn’t help being a little hopeful.  As she walked over to the family a young man came out of the bathroom and sauntered toward the young man and woman’s booth.  She set the tray down on the table and handed the water and coffee to the parents, then set the glasses of milk down in front of the two rambunctious boys.  Before she could even withdraw her hand the boy on the right grabbed his glass.  As his fingers brushed her hand, a shock ran through her.  Her left hand slammed down on the table as she fought to keep her balance.  In the back of her mind she noted a loud clatter as the tray which had been holding the drinks fell to the floor.

The little boy was kneeling on the floor, crying, his hands covered in blood.  His father was lying on the ground next to him, still breathing, but with bullet holes in his shoulder and chest.  Liz turned her head in her vision, and saw the same three masked criminals.  The woman was again rummaging through the cash, and one of the men was saying something to her.  Liz saw herself again, along with Michael and Hal, bleeding on the floor.  The other robber was smiling right at the boy as he carefully took aim.  “NO!” Liz screamed, just as the man pulled the trigger.  Her scream ripped through the vision, and she was spared seeing the boy die as well.  She gasped and jerked her hand away from the little boy, staring at him in horror.

“Miss?  Um…are you all right?” The parents were looking at her oddly.  She shakily summoned a weak smile.

“Sorry about that, folks.”  She quickly rallied enough to wink.  “Looks like I could use some caffeine myself.”  She bent over, grabbed the drink tray off the floor, and hurried back toward the kitchen, not even asking them if they were ready to order yet.

It was only about three thirty!  The robbery wasn’t supposed to happen until sunset, right?  Unless…unless their presence had somehow changed events from the sunset robbery she saw in her first vision.  She concentrated on remembering her second vision, the first she saw where she and Michael were killed.  She realized that there had been no indication to what time of day it had taken place.  It had been light outside, but there hadn’t been a sunset in the window.  She scanned the restaurant again and blanched as she saw the group of three young people near the family’s booth.  The young man coming out of the bathroom made them three…two men and a young woman with longish blonde hair.  Liz flew into the kitchen.

“Michael!  We have a problem!”

Michael looked up at the panicked tone of her voice.  “What?  What’s happened?”

“The robbery, Michael!  It’s going to happen soon!  Before our current customers leave!”

“What?  Wait!”

“But Michael-“

Michael grabbed her by the shoulders.  “First off, Liz, take a deep breath, and don’t say that so loud!”  She nodded and did so.  “Good.  Now, what’s this?  I thought the robbery wasn’t supposed to happen until this evening.”

Liz nodded again.  “Me too.  Only, I just go another vision, and saw a couple of our current customers.  And Michael, there’s a group of three people – two men and a woman with blonde hair – at a booth right now.  It’s them, Michael, I know it’s them!”

“Shit.  All right.  You have the motel number?”  Liz reached in her pocket and pulled out a card from the motel.  She handed it to Michael.  “Great.  I’ll call Max and get everyone over here.  Do they look like they’re ready to start anything right now?”

Liz shook her head.  “They’re still eating, I think.  They didn’t have masks out or anything, and they’re wearing masks in all my visions.  We have a few minutes, at least.”

“Look, you see them do anything, you yell for me, okay?  I’m gonna make this call right now.  Try not to let them know anything’s wrong, all right?”

Liz nodded and attempted another smile.  “Yeah.  Thanks, Michael.”  She squared her shoulders, turned, and walked back out to the dining room.  First she scurried over to the young family’s booth.  “I’m so sorry about that, folks.  Are you ready to order?”

Liz concentrated on acting as if nothing was wrong, although her heart was hammering so loudly in her chest she was surprised she was able to hear anything else.  Every few seconds she found herself watching the booth with the three robbers surreptitiously.  She couldn’t stop herself from doing it, it was completely outside her control; she could only hope she wasn’t being obvious.  As she finished taking the young family’s order she heard the kitchen door open behind her.  She turned around and saw Michael nodding in her direction.  Thank God, he’d been able to contact Max.  She turned back and collected the menus from the father and mother’s hands, then walked back to the kitchen, jotting down the last of the family’s order.  She saw the old couple looking at her, and swerved over toward them.  “Yes?  Can I get you anything?”

The old lady smiled at her.  “We’d like our check please.”

Liz nodded.  “I’ll be right back with it.”  She felt good.  Maybe she could get some people out of here before anything happened.  She dropped the order off at the counter for Michael, and went to the register to pick up the old couple’s bill.  She hurried back out to them, eager to rush them out of the diner.  As she neared their table, her eyes again, of their own will, wandered toward the booth that held the future robbers, and her heart stopped.  The booth was empty.  She put the bill down on the old couple’s table.  “There you are.  Did you by chance see where the people in that booth went?” Liz asked, trying to keep her voice light.

“Oh, don’t worry, hon, they didn’t skip out without paying.  They all went into the bathroom,” the old lady responded, and her husband nodded.  Liz knew the time was upon them.  “Get down on the ground!” she yelled, already running toward the kitchen.  “Michael!  MICHAEL!”

Michael ran out of the kitchen just as the door to the men’s restroom opened.  The two men stepped out, carrying handguns.  Liz sprinted toward the young family, as they were nearest the criminals.  “Get down!” she screamed, “Get under the table!”  The mother shrieked something unintelligible as she saw the guns and wrapped herself around the son nearest her.  Her husband moved as though to get up and stop the men.

One of the criminals swung his pistol toward Liz as he heard her scream, and the other was centering on Michael, who had raised his right hand, fingers spread wide. The door to the women’s bathroom began to open, and there was a faint rumble and flash of light as Michael unleashed a huge wall of force against the two men.  Liz saw the men fly backward into the wall just as the woman emerged from the women’s restroom, the muzzle of her gun already pointed at Michael.

Liz threw herself at Michael.  “NO!”  She barreled into him, knocking them both off their feet as the woman shot a bullet through the spot where Michael’s heart had been a split second earlier.  Liz didn’t even stop to think, she brought her hand up and willed the woman to fly backwards, just as she had when she’d first seen Tess return from Antar.  The woman screamed and her head cracked with a dull thud against the wall behind her, then she slid down to the ground, unconscious.  Liz felt a sudden lethargy overwhelm her, and it took most of her concentration just to keep her head up.  She didn’t see Michael moving, and worried that she’d hurt him when she’d knocked him over.  She looked back at the bodies of the robbers, and to her horror, saw one struggling up to his knees.

He reached out to his right, found his gun and grabbed it in shaking hands, his eyes as wide and shocked as Liz felt hers must be.  She brought up her hand again, but knew she didn’t have the strength to knock him out.  She finally felt Michael begin to stir, but knew there was no way he’d be able to wake up in time; the man was already bringing up the gun.  Time dilated as Liz and the criminal’s eyes locked.  She concentrated, with the rest of her waning strength, on the idea of a shield between the criminal and her and Michael.  For the merest of moments she felt a faint stirring of hope as a slight greenish tinge seemed to hang in the air between her and the man, but the hope faded quickly as she realized she’d never have enough strength to create a field strong enough to stop a bullet.  She saw the criminal’s forefinger begin to pull the trigger, and she closed her eyes.

Liz heard the shot echo throughout the room, but nothing hit her.  She opened her eyes again and saw the bullet floating in midair in a thick, greenish shield that hovered before her face.  As she watched the field dissolved, and the bullet dropped to the ground.  An angry scream ripped through the air and the man slid across the floor and slammed into a wall, then slumped over, as unconscious as his comrades.  Isabelle lowered her hand, panting with anger.  Liz roused herself enough to look around the diner.  Nearest to the carnage before her was the young family.  The mother crouched under the table with her two sons, too busy shielding her children to see what had just happened.  Her husband was standing with his mouth open, gaping at the spectacle he’d just witnessed.  The old couple must have heeded her hurried warning, because they also were crouched under their table.  The woman’s face was hidden in her husband’s shoulder, and the old man’s head bowed down, his eyes tightly closed.  Hal looked at Liz with something between confusion and awe on his face.  Hal’s friend looked baffled as he got up from his position below the counter.  The group of men in the corner wore mostly confused expressions, as if they still weren’t sure what was going on.

“Liz!”

Max.  Liz turned her head the other way, and a smile lit her face.  The strange, dispassionate clarity that had fallen over her mind when she’d been sure she was about to die suddenly lifted, and she began to laugh and cry at the same time.  “Max!”  Michael, who had been standing as Liz looked around the room, pulled her to her feet, and without even a glance or word of thanks, she ran to her husband.  “Max!  You made it!”  She threw herself into his arms.  He hugged her so close she could barely breathe, resting his cheek on her head and closing his eyes.

“Oh God, I was so scared I was going to lose you,” he whispered in a shaking voice.  “The thought of seeing you be shot again…” He swallowed and couldn’t continue.  Liz squeezed him tightly for a moment, then turned around to look at the diner again.  Michael had two guns in his hand, and was bending over to get the woman’s.  Maria was looking at Liz with concern.  Liz summoned a trembling smile for her friend, and Maria smiled back, then her eyes moved toward Michael.  He stood with the third gun in his hand, and their eyes locked for a second.  He nodded sharply at her, and her full lips turned up in a small secret smile as she nodded back.  Maria scanned the room, then zeroed in on Hal.

She walked over to him, summoning her friendliest smile.  “I think everything’s okay for the second, sir, but don’t you think we should call the police?”  Hal’s eyes flicked in her direction, but then they locked on Michael.  Maria slipped around behind the cash register and reached up toward a grease-splattered phone hanging on the wall.  She placed it gently in Hal’s hand.  “Here.  You should probably call 911.”  

Michael walked up to Hal.  “Hey, I know we didn’t work very long today, but I guess we’re gonna leave now.  Is it okay if we’re paid for the first hour?”  Hal just gaped at him, still holding the phone, which was now beeping angrily.  Michael looked him over.  “You okay?  Hal?”

Maria shook her head sadly.  “He seems to be in shock.” She grabbed the phone and dialed 911.  “Hello?!?” she gasped in a frantic tone of voice, “Hello?  There’s been a shooting!  Yeah!  The diner!  No, everyone looks okay, but people are in shock, all right?  Just send some policemen.  Yes, the shooters are still here.  C’mon, please hurry!”  The operator was still squawking something into the phone, but Maria ignored her and placed the handset back in Hal’s hand.

“I don’t really wanna take the pay if he doesn’t say yes…” Michael sounded both worried and annoyed.  Maria rubbed his back a little and leaned her head against his shoulder for a second.  He glanced at her, then back at Hal.  “Um, Hal?”  Hal finally jerked his head a little, then nodded.  Michael evidently took that as a “yes” and opened the register, pulling out a bunch of ones.  “Thanks, Hal.”

Kyle was standing over one of the men.  “What should we do with them?  Do we have anything to tie them up with?  I’d hate for them to get away…”

Max was looking around the room, assuring himself that nobody was hurt.  Then he walked over to where Liz and Michael had fallen and picked up the bullet the criminal had fired at them, pocketing it.  Liz raised an eyebrow.  “Remember how we almost got in trouble over the bullet with no impact marks on it, back when the Vandarium were trying to infect the Earth?” Max whispered, and her eyes widened as she nodded.  That was definitely not something they should allow the police to find.  Another thought occurred to her.

“Max, what about my fingerprints?” she whispered.  “They’re bound to be in police records after my arrest!”  Isabelle turned and smiled at her.

“I’ll take care of that,” she assured Liz, and she turned so her hand was hidden behind her body from the left and behind Max and Liz from the right.  She waved it and a pale white glow suffused the dishes, menus, counter, and tables in the restaurant for a moment so short Liz almost convinced herself she hadn’t seen it.  “Can you think of anything else you’ve touched?”

“The cash register.”  

Isabelle nodded, and the register flashed white, then returned to normal.

“Leave the crooks,” Michael said to Kyle, beginning to walk toward the front door.  “The cops aren’t too far, I’m sure, and there’re enough people here to keep them from getting away.  They only had these guns,” he hefted the three he was holding, “I already checked.  They can’t do too much harm now.”

Kyle shrugged and nodded, then followed him out of the diner.  Max, Liz, Maria and Isabelle turned to leave too.  Liz leaned in toward Max again.  “What can we do about what they saw?” she asked Max, worried.  He looked concerned too, but shrugged.

“I don’t know.  Nothing, really, unless we want to hurt them.  I suppose, if Tess were around, we could mind warp them, but after seeing the effect it had on Alex, I’d be scared to consider power like that, even if it was available.”  

Liz nodded.  She looked at the father of the young family.  He was the only one who had seen everything, except for Hal, who was in shock, and might be ignored.  Everything hinged on what he told police.  She walked over to him.  He looked scared.   She was sure she did too.  “Please, sir,” she whispered, “don’t-“  She stopped.  What could she say?  The man simply looked at her, then shook his head and turned toward his family.  Liz watched him kneel and hug his wife and children.  Then he looked back at Liz with grateful eyes.  Liz turned and went back to Max.

“I’m sorry,” she whispered, quiet enough that only he heard her.

“For what?” he asked gently.

“For blowing our cover here.  I’m sure they’ll find out that we didn’t head for Mexico.”

“It’s possible,” Max agreed, “but don’t apologize for that.  It couldn’t have been helped, we couldn’t let those people die just because we were afraid.”  He smiled.  “We’ll just have to think of something if he tells, or if they believe Hal.”  They ran up to the van.  Kyle was in the driver’s seat already as Max and Liz crawled into the back.  Isabelle turned to them from the passenger seat up front and frowned.

“Hurry up, you two, we have to be out of sight before the police get here.  Close that door!”  Kyle started the engine.

“What about this van?” Liz shouted over the roaring engine.  “Everyone’s going to be able to identify it now!  What are we going to do?”

“Don’t worry!” Isabelle yelled back as the van began to move forward.  She rolled down the window and put her arm out, placing her palm flat against the outside of the passenger door.  “I’ve got it taken care of!”

Liz gasped as the paint seemed to ripple, and the color melted into a hideous baby blue.  Kyle grinned and shot a look at Isabelle as this happened, and she grinned slyly back as Kyle punched down on the accelerator.  Liz turned back as they drove away, watching until the last speck of Wilkieup disappeared over the horizon.


We’ve made a lot of mistakes, and left a lot of near disasters in our wake, but I can’t seem to stifle this upwelling of hope.  With Max and my friends by my side, I feel we can accomplish anything and go anywhere.  I have many hopes and dreams, but here, sitting in an old, rusty van, with my head resting on my husband’s shoulder, the most important ones have already been fulfilled.

Chapter 2 – Bits and Pieces

I don’t know if I really like this whole “being an adult” thing.  It’s not the big decisions or responsibilities that kill you.  Those seem to be mostly out of your hands.  All you can do with them is try your best, and leave the rest to God.  Or fate or chance or whatever you happen to believe in, I suppose.  It’s the little things that break you.  You feel as if you’re finally making ends meet, and that one bill throws everything off.  Or one stray comment throws a giant wrench in a relationship that you depend on.  Or you can’t find your keys, which makes you late for work on that one important day.

It’s frustrating when you realize that it’s those stupid events that don’t really matter that are really driving you mad.  We’ve got so many big things to worry about, and somehow I always end up chewing on the insignificant, as if being blind to the big problems makes them not matter.

“Don’t sweat the little things” is easy to say.  Implementation is not going so well for me, however.

Liz blearily opened her eyes and raised her head off Max’s shoulder.  Max stirred as she moved and opened his eyes a bit himself.  His lips twitched upward as they shared a small look.  She was about to lean in for a kiss when she noticed the disturbance that had wakened her in the first place.

“No, Michael, that’s not what I’m saying!” Maria hissed.  She was keeping her voice down, but the anger and frustration came through loud and clear.  “I’m saying we should start over.  Give it another try.”

“I don’t know that I want to.”  Liz noted their body language had changed markedly—they must have been arguing for a while now.  They were staring into the seats ahead of them so hard Liz fleetingly wondered if they might burst into flame.  Michael sat on the end of the seat near the door, practically falling off he hugged the edge so close.  Maria was plastered to the wall of the van on the other side of the door, her arms crossed over her chest.  Michael looked out the window.  Liz had to strain to hear his next muttered comment.  “I don’t think I can deal with your ‘on-again, off-again’ attitude.”

Maria evidently had better hearing than Liz…she gasped in rage at his comment.  “What!?!  Me?  I’m the one who constantly gave up my hopes, my dreams, my plans—all for your crazy alien crap!  And this is the thanks I get?”

Liz looked at Max.  He was still looking at her, and she could tell from his absorbed gaze that he hadn’t heard a word of the argument unfolding before him.  She opened her mouth to say something, but he laid a finger across her lips.  He whispered a nearly silent “…shhhh…” and pulled her toward him.  Liz easily read the intention in his eyes and closed her own with a delicious shiver, then waited for the kiss she knew was coming.  Maria’s voice faded into a faint buzzing that she didn’t even notice in passing as Max’s lips met hers.
◦○◊○◦

“Oh my GOD!” Isabelle groaned.  Kyle finally stopped his “om”ing and looked over at her.

“What’s wrong?”

“Won’t they ever stop?”  Isabelle sternly squelched her sudden urge to blow something up as the argument directly behind her head reached a new crescendo.

“What?  Oh!”  Kyle craned his neck around and observed the heated exchange for a few moments, then turned back around.  “How long’s that been going on?” he asked.

Isabelle ground her teeth for a second.  “At least forty-five minutes!  I’m going insane.  If someone doesn’t stop them, I may have to kill one, maybe both of them!”  Her fingers squeezed the steering wheel so tightly they hurt.

“Hm!  Forty-five minutes?”  Kyle glanced at his watch.  “Cool!  I didn’t feel like nearly that much time had passed!”

“With the two lovebirds back there necking, this pair of idiots behind me quarrelling like children, and you mooing backward, I was about to drive this stupid vehicle off the road on the off chance something interesting might happen.”

Kyle’s eyes lit up.  “Necking?”  Kyle started to turn around again, but Isabelle brought her right hand up and turned his face toward the front again.

“Oh no you don’t!  It’s bad enough I can’t help catching glimpses in the rearview mirror.”

“Hmph.”  Kyle looked at Isabelle out of the corner of his eyes.  “Why’d you interrupt me, then?”

“Surely not to let you ogle my brother and his new wife!  I’m bored stiff.  Maybe I was exaggerating about driving the car off the road, but I will lose it soon, I swear.  Think of something interesting to talk about.”

“I can’t believe you!” Maria shrieked suddenly.  “I told you nothing happened with him!  We’re just friends from that songwriter’s workshop!”  Isabelle did all she could to shut her voice out.

Kyle scratched the side of his face.  “Hmmm…okay.”  He stared at the passing scenery for a little while, then turned back to Isabelle.  “How about a question?”

“FINE. Whatever.  What’s your question?”

“When I bring a bad transmission to you, how do you tell what’s wrong?  I mean, you just touch it.  I have to perform diagnostics and tests to figure out what’s wrong.  How do you know what to fix?”

Isabelle looked at him.  That was actually a rather interesting question.  “You know…I can’t really explain…it’s sort of like I feel what’s wrong, what’s different, and then make it right.”

“Well then, how do you know what’s right?  Do you often root around in working machinery so you can find what’s broken?”

“No, you’re the one who left me!” Michael bellowed.  “I came out of the pod chamber, gave up going back to Antar to be with you.  And then you dumped me!”

Isabelle forced her mind to stay with Kyle’s question.  “That’s really interesting.  I’ve never thought about it much before.  It’s not that I constantly look around in working cars so I can fix broken parts.  It’s more…”  Isabelle cocked her head as she searched for the right way to put it.  “It’s almost as if I can tell where machinery is broken because it causes…well…pain.”

“So, like…you feel what’s wrong as pain?”

Isabelle shrugged.  “Almost.  That’s not exactly right, but close.  I can tell when something’s the way it’s supposed to be, and when it’s not.”

Kyle looked intrigued.  “Do you mean there’s an intrinsic ‘rightness’ to working machinery that you can feel?”  He looked outside, then turned back to her.  “Do you suppose Max does the same thing with people when he heals them?”

“If I recall, Michael, you were one that said you wanted me dead!  Wanting to pursue my dreams pretty much pales in comparison to that, doesn’t it?”

Isabelle shook her head.  “No, I don’t think so.  When he healed Clayton, Clayton turned into Max, in a way.  I think he kinda makes whatever feels wrong look like him inside.”  Kyle looked vaguely disgusted by her comment, and she laughed a little.  “I guess that’s why Liz has these new powers.”

He sighed.  “I’m about due for them myself, if the theory bears out.”  He held out a hand and wiggled his fingers, pulling a jovial expression onto his features.  “So.  Do you suppose I’ll become the best mechanic in the world?”

Isabelle felt a pang of guilt as she realized she hadn’t even considered that he would probably start exhibiting powers soon.  She knew that the appearance of Liz’s powers had been difficult and dangerous.  She looked at him.  “Are you feeling anything weird or strange along those lines?”

He shook his head.  “As you can imagine, I paid attention to what happened to Liz when she told me about her new powers.”  He turned his hands over and examined them.  “No random melting of objects or spontaneous flames yet, and no green lightning.  Don’t worry,” he assured her, “I’m keepin’ an eye out.  If I follow Liz’s schedule, it could happen any time now.”  
Isabelle suddenly saw that a lot of his surface cheerful demeanor was a mask, and he was just as frightened and frustrated as the rest of them.  She reached out to put her hand on his shoulder, but Michael’s voice, barely below a shout, interrupted before her fingers reached Kyle.  “I told you I’m not going to apologize for that!  Ever since we told you what we are, our lives have been falling apart!  Maybe it wasn’t the best suggestion in the world, but it would have made our lives easier than they are now!”  His voice cracked with anger.
“Oh, like our lives have been great since you brought us in!  My life’s been an absolute disaster for the last three years!  And Liz’s too!  Don’t you dare try to excuse that attitude, it’s that sort of thinking that led one of you to kill Alex!”  Maria suddenly clamped her hands over her mouth, tears running down her face.
Isabelle gasped at that, and felt her own eyes tearing up at the mention of Alex, and she swore under her breath as she tried to blink them clear.  The hand that had been reaching out to comfort Kyle rose back to the steering wheel, and she gripped the wheel with all her strength, as if that might give her self control.  She noticed movement out of the corner of her eyes, and saw that the new level of anger in the argument before them had finally snapped Max and Liz out of their own little world, and back into the real one.  Liz’s eyes were wide with shock, and Max was looking down at the floor, still holding Liz close to him.
Michael’s voice was quiet, but the rage was somehow even more evident.  “I didn’t kill Alex, Maria.  If you remember, I was the one that helped you and Liz find the truth about where he was when everyone else refused.”  Isabelle saw Max close his eyes and bring the hand that wasn’t holding Liz to him up to his forehead.  “But saving Liz brought her, you, Alex, Kyle, Valenti, and half the fucking town in on our secret!”
“I see.”  Maria was hard to understand, her voice was so thick with tears.  “It would be better if Liz was dead.  Well, killing Alex didn’t solve anything, so-“
“STOP IT!” Isabelle screamed.  She was so incensed by their conversation that she turned around to look at them.  Tears were streaming unchecked down her face, and she could barely see.  “Just shut up!  I’m sick to death of your arguing!  And leave Alex out of it!”
“Um…Isabelle?”
“Why don’t you two grow up for once?  We’re all feeling pretty crappy in a lot of different ways right now.  We don’t need-“
“Isabelle?  Um…could you…?”

“WHAT IS IT, KYLE!”  Isabelle was so angry she felt as if her head was going to explode.
“Maybe you wanna watch the road?”
Isabelle looked forward and saw that the right wheels of the van were completely off the road.  “Shit!” She jerked the steering wheel to the left and got back in the lane.  An uncomfortable silence hung over the van.  Isabelle felt a little bad that she’d lost her temper so completely, but was so grateful for the silence that she decided not to interrupt it.
The silence thickened over the next half hour, until it felt impossible to say anything.  Isabelle jumped as she heard someone clear their throat.  “It looks like we’ve started to get close to L.A.  We should look for a place to stay.” Isabelle caught a glimpse of Max’s face in the rearview mirror as he continued.  “We have a lot of plans to make, and things to discuss.  We’ve all be running from our problems for a long time now.  I think it’d probably be a good idea to sit down and discuss how we’re going to solve them.”
◦○◊○◦
Liz grabbed the last slice of pepperoni pizza.  “I can’t believe you guys!  I take the time to put out all the pizza boxes and get napkins for everyone, and there’s only one slice of pepperoni left!”  She took a bite, then shook her finger at the others around the table.  “You’re all a bunch of barbarians!”  She caught a glimpse of Max shrugging and smiling out of the corner of her eye.  “And you!  You can’t even stick up for you wife?”
“Sure I can,” Max muttered around his own slice of pizza, “but I don’t really think you need me to.”
“Mhmm…” Liz didn’t look too convinced.  Maria was eating on Liz’s other side, taking small, angry bites.  
She hadn’t said a word since they’d entered the room to wait for their pizza.  Next to her Kyle laughed at little too heartily at Liz and Max’s banter.  Michael sat on his other side, scarfing down his food with a single-minded determination that was somehow frightening.  The tension between Maria and Michael was so palpable everyone else at the table felt obliged to compensate for it.  Kyle’s eyes kept moving from one side to the other to look at the two of them, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.  Isabelle was quiet, comfortable next to her brother.  After a few seconds of fragile silence, she swallowed and spoke up.
“So, about solving our problems…”
Kyle shot her an annoyed look.  “Subtle,” he muttered.
She tossed her hair and ignored him.  “We’ve got so many, it’s hard to know where to start.”
Max’s face sobered.  He put the crust of his last slice of pizza back on his plate and leaned forward, placing his elbows on the table and crossing his arms over each other.  Liz kept eating, snatching a piece of the deluxe pizza before it could be finished off too.  “Yeah, I know.  It’s depressing when you start making a list.”  He sighed and brought a hand up to his forehead as he thought.  “We’ve come to the L.A. area hoping to hide due to the sheer number of people here.  It will work for a short while, but not forever.  We can’t stay below the FBI’s radar indefinitely.”
Isabelle nodded.  “Yeah.  So, what do we do first?”
“Well, I would guess we first have to decide on what we ultimately want.  I want to get a job, work, and support myself and my family honestly, and in safety.  You?” He looked at Liz.
Liz held a hand up to her mouth and finished chewing her latest bite of pizza, then swallowed it quickly.  “Me?  Well…I know it’s not really possible, but I would love to go to college.  I still want to study biology.  Considering the sort of situation we’re all in, I think some knowledge of biology would be more useful now than ever.”  She looked around the table and shrugged.  It was depressing to think about her failed interview for Harvard, to think of even more dreams, dashed to the ground.  She closed her eyes for a second and took a deep breath.  She felt Max reach out under the table and squeeze her hand.  She opened her eyes and smiled at him.
Max smiled back, but his brow was slightly wrinkled with worry.  Liz repressed a sudden desire to smooth it away.  Max took too much responsibility on himself sometimes, and she felt bad about adding more.  His gaze then wandered the table.  He shied away from asking Maria or Michael, and his eyes settled on Isabelle.  Liz smothered a sigh of relief.  Neither of them appeared ready to speak calmly yet.  “Iz?  What would you like to do?”  
“I’m with Liz, actually.  I’d like to continue my education.”  She sighed.  “But first I want to feel safe.  It’s hard to take exams seriously when the government could be coming after you at any moment.”
“Kyle?”
Kyle kept chewing for a minute, thinking.  “I don’t really know what I want to do.”  He laughed nervously.  “I spend a lot of time worrying about when I’m going to start zapping things.  I haven’t been thinking very far ahead lately.”  He looked down and began eating his pizza again.  
Max looked askance at Michael.  “How about you?”
“I don’t have plans for myself.  I want to get the FBI off our backs.  Then I’ll make plans for a life.”
Maria’s eyes were closed.  “We can’t just live like criminals the rest of our lives.  Either find a way to escape from their notice forever, or somehow convince them we’re not dangerous.”  Maria didn’t look very hopeful about either option.
“Or we could destroy them!” Michael interjected.
“Yeah, like Nasedo did?  It didn’t work out so well the first time, did it?”
“Well, we just didn’t do a good enough job!  We’ll have to destroy everyone who could hurt us.  No half measures.”
“Sure, and after we kill every single FBI agent in the country, we can take over government.  Hell, even that’s a half-measure.  Let’s take over the world!  Look!  A continent for each of us, with one left over!”
“You know that’s not what I-“
Liz stood up, placing her hands on the table as she leaned forward.  “GUYS!  Please!” she shouted, her voice cracking.  She cleared her throat and continued.  “Look, that sort of stuff isn’t getting us anywhere.”  She took a deep breath.  “I think—I think we’ve got one thing to do first, and then everything else can follow from that.  We have to establish new identities.  Right now, even a traffic ticket exposes us to serious danger.  That’s not an acceptable position.  We need identities, jobs, a place to live, legally owned vehicles, credit cards…all that stuff.  And I’m not sure how to do that.”  She looked down at the table.  “Max and I have another problem…our fingerprints are on file with the police already.  Anything that requires fingerprinting is a problem for us.”
Michael was nodding.  “Yeah, that’s true.  We’ve already talked about it a little.  We’re young enough that a lot of it won’t be a problem.  It’s easy to explain why we don’t have an established credit history or much of a resume.  But we need new names, social security numbers, driver’s licenses and school records.”
“Michael, can you change Max and Liz’s fingerprints for them?  You told me you changed yours once, that Nasedo showed you how.”
He looked at Isabelle and shrugged.  “I dunno if I can change someone else’s; never tried it.  I suppose I could, if given time to practice.  That doesn’t solve our other problems here, though.”
“No,” Max agreed, “but it’s a start.  If we don’t get started, we’ll never get anywhere.”
“What about college?” Liz asked, sitting down again.  “I mean, I can’t have my old school record.  Application procedures are pretty tough for the good universities…we can’t just walk in and enroll.  There are interviews, records to be sent, millions of forms to fill out…”
Isabelle shrugged.  “I don’t necessarily like it, Liz, but you probably won’t be able to get into a prestigious college.  Neither can I.  Not for undergraduate work, anyway.  But we could et in to some of the less stringent state colleges, I’m sure.  We are some of the best forgers in the world, after all.”  She smiled and wiggled her fingers a little.
“I don’t see why you even want to go, personally,” Michael commented.  
“Oh, I think it’s so important!  There’s so much I need to learn!” Liz exclaimed.  “And biology could be really useful too, Michael.  Just think…we don’t really know what’s happening with me, with my powers.  You saw me, I created a shield, like Max-“
“It was not like Max’s.  I could barely tell it was there!”
“Well, it was similar to Max’s.  But that was tied to him being king, remember?  It was weaker when he lost the seal.”  Michael looked uncomfortable at her reminder of that time.  “So how come I have it?  Is it because we’re married?  Or because he changed me when he healed me?  And what’s happening to me, anyway?  Am I part alien too, now?”  Liz gestured expansively, rapidly becoming caught up in all the questions and theories that always seemed to fill her head.  “And what about our powers?  We don’t understand them.  The FBI and Khivar’s group both had ways of blocking them.  Can we prevent that somehow?  Or somehow enhance our powers?  Don’t you see?  There’s so much—“
“All right, all right, girlfriend, you can calm down now.  We all see.”  Maria’s lips twitched a little.  Liz felt embarrassed at her outburst, but was happy to see Maria coming out of her blue funk.  
“Sorry…it’s just…”  She shrugged and gave a little laugh, at a loss of where to go.
Max chuckled under his breath.  “I think we all see how passionate you are about it, Liz.  And you’re right, we still don’t know enough about ourselves and our capabilities.  It would be great if you could start answering some of our questions.  But you’re also right about our identities.  That has to come first.  Anything else we do can follow from that.”
“So, what do we need to establish an identity?”  Michael asked.  “We need social security numbers for a job, right?  Driver’s licenses.  Hmmm…school records too, at least if Liz and Isabelle wanna continue school.”
“I wish we could contact Dad.  He’d have an idea of what we’d need, I bet,” Isabelle sighed.  “If we want licenses, I think the easiest thing would be to find out what you need to get a driver’s license here in California…if we present the correct papers, we can get legal licenses.  That would be best, I think.”
“What about names?  It’s going to be difficult to call you Henry, for example,” Liz commented, looking at Max.  “Can we just make up our own?  Or are we going to have to find the social security numbers of people who are dead and take on their names?”  She shivered.  “That would be really creepy.”
Max scratched his head.  “I think that’s how it’s done, you have to find a number that’s already been assigned.  The names aren’t a big deal, though.  We could change our names after getting the false identity so we can keep our given names or nicknames, at least.”  He looked around the table.  “Anything else?”
Isabelle raised her hand up to her mouth as she yawned.  “I’m tired from driving so long today.  I need to get to bed soon, before I collapse right here.”
Kyle nodded in agreement.  “Yeah.  We have an idea of what we need to do now, anyway.  First we need to find out what paperwork is needed to get a new California driver’s license and then get some social security numbers of the right sex and age for each of us.”  He smiled.  “It’s a start, at least.”
“Yeah, it’s more direction than we’ve had in a while.  Let’s get some sleep.”  Michael began to stand, and Isabelle and Kyle followed suit.  “We can start figuring how we’re going to do this tomorrow.”
Max nodded.  “Sure.  I guess we can all use some rest.”  He pushed his chair back from the table.  “I’m gonna go get a soda from the machine out front.  Anybody else want something?  Liz?”
Liz shook her head.  “No, that’s all right.”
Max, Michael, Isabelle and Kyle all filed out of the room.  Isabelle playfully pushed Max as they walked out.  “Don’t think you’re always going to get the suite,  Max.  I think it’s going to be Maria’s and my turn soon!”
Liz didn’t hear Max’s retort as the door closed behind them.  Maria was still sitting at the table, staring into space.  Liz walked over behind her and rubbed her shoulders.  “Wanna talk about it, Maria?”
Maria sighed and closed her eyes.  “I don’t know.  I don’t think Michael and I will ever resolve things, you know?  With our lives so screwed up, we just don’t have a chance.  Maybe after everything’s solved…”
“No, Maria!  You don’t know if we’ll ever be safe; if we’ll ever finally solve our problems.  Maybe you’re not sure what you want right now, but that just means you have to decide.  You can’t put off the decision, because that’s the same as making one.  When Max died, and I realized I’d run from him, hoping time would solve our problems, that hurt me more than the fact that he was gone.  I’m so fortunate that I got another chance with him.  But we can’t count on those kinds of miracles all the time, Maria.”
Maria sighed and tilted her head from right to left.  “You know, I think you’re right.  I have to think clearly about what I want from him, and what I’m willing to give.”  She turned until she caught a glimpse of her best friend from the corner of her eye.  “You’re a great friend, Liz.”  Liz smiled as she continued rubbing Maria’s back.  Maria winced.  “You know what else?”
“No, what?”
“You give terrible massages!”
Liz laughed and dropped her hands.  “Sorry.”
“You’ve really gotta work on that, you know?”  She elbowed Liz in the ribs.  “It could come in handy some day.”
Liz shoved her back, a smile dancing on her lips.  “Stop that!  Let’s just clean this mess up, okay?”
“Look!  There’s a few slices of the deluxe and the cheese pizzas left.  Mmmm-mmm!  Breakfast!”  Maria waved a slice enticingly under Liz’s nose.
Liz pulled a face.  “Yeah, cold pizza, the breakfast of champions.  Ick.”  She shoved the leftovers in one box and stuck them in the room refrigerator.  “C’mon!  Stop fooling around and help me!”
“Okay, okay.”
◦○◊○◦
Kyle was relaxing on the bed, his eyes closed and his arms spread wide as he lay on his back on top of the covers.  Michael pointed over his shoulder toward the bathroom.  “Shower’s open, Kyle.”

“…nnnng….” Kyle groaned, squeezing his eyes together tighter.  “…nt wanna move…”

Michael shrugged.  “Whatever.”  He sat down on the edge of bed and rubbed his hands over his face.  His mind was clogged with roiling emotions and confusion.  It was nice to have a direction planned, for once, but his problems with Maria made him feel restless and tired, all at once.  Michael wasn’t even sure why that fight in the van had started.  He just knew it’d grown to monstrous proportions very quickly.  It’s as if she set out to drive him mad.  He felt guilty about what he’d said when he was king for a day, but he’d already apologized.  How many times did a guy have to say he was sorry?  It’s not as if she never said or did anything that hurt him.

The more he thought about Maria, the greater his urge to pace the room and kick things.  He was the one who’d been willing to give up Antar for her.  She was the one who’d dropped him for her music, and then dropped the music too!  And now she’d no doubt blame that stupid decision on him as well!  He growled angrily and punched his fist into his palm.  Dammit!

Michael jumped suddenly as someone knocked on his door.  Kyle groaned softly, but didn’t move.  Michael cursed and walked over to the door.  “Who is it?’

“Michael!  Open up!”  Maria’s strident voice came through loud and clear.  Michael groaned and obeyed.  Maria came in, closed the door behind her and whirled around to face him.  “We have to talk.”  She looked around Michael’s body at Kyle in the far bed.  “You.  Out.”

Kyle opened one eye and looked at her.  “This is my room.  You get out.”

“KYLE!!!”

Kyle grumbled something under his breath and dragged himself to his feet.  “Don’t take too long, okay?  I’m really tired.”

“NOW!”  She pointed at the door and stomped her foot.  Michael winced at her tone.  This would probably not be pleasant.  Kyle exited the room, and Maria closed the door behind him.

“You won’t take too long, right?”  Kyle asked faintly from the other side.  Maria ignored him and turned her gaze on Michael.  “Right?  Maria?”  Michael swallowed.  Not pleasant at all.  “Maria?”
◦○◊○◦
Isabelle opened her eyes.  Something had awakened her.  She looked over and saw that Maria’s bed was empty.  There was a knock at the door.  That must be the noise that had disturbed her.  Maybe Maria had forgotten her key or something.  Isabelle rolled out of bed and walked over to the door.  To her surprise, Kyle was on the other side, wearing an apologetic expression.

“Sorry, Isabelle, but Maria kicked me out of my room.  Could I just stay in here and get some sleep?”

“Oh, Kyle,” Isabelle tried to restrain a yawn, but failed.  “No, Kyle, I’m too tired.  Look, I’m sure Maria won’t take long.  It’s not like they’re able to hold conversation for long without one of them storming out of the room.  Just give ‘em a minute.”  Kyle sighed and nodded.

“Sure.”

Isabelle closed the door and yawned again.  She couldn’t believe she’d fallen asleep.  She’d just meant to rest for a moment on the bed.  Ugh.  She was still in her clothes.  She wrinkled her nose and walked over to the bathroom.  At least she should get a shower in before falling asleep.  She turned the shower on and let it warm up while she undressed.  She grabbed the ridiculously small shampoo and conditioner bottles and got in the shower.  As the hot water ran down her skin she closed her eyes and tried to empty her mind.  She tried to be nothing but that warm water, something without thought, emotion or memory.  But images of Jesse kept flashing on her closed eyelids and haunting her.  She couldn’t continue like this.  She sighed as she grabbed the soap and began lathering it.  She hadn’t dreamwalked him yet.  She couldn’t believe what a coward she was.  How stupid.  How selfish.  She had to make sure he was all right, and maybe do what she could to help him get over some of the pain she’d caused him.  She closed her eyes as she rinsed herself off.  Her whole life, especially her love life, had been an absolute disaster.  Even her past life was nothing but a great tragedy.  If only she’d retained her memories of her time as Velondra, maybe she would have, at the very least, learned from her stupid mistakes.

Isabelle furiously shampooed her hair as the self-recriminations echoed yet again in her mind.  She was nothing but a traitor.  She’s betrayed Max and Michael in their past life on Antar.  She’d betrayed Alex, and Grant, and Jesse here.  What a useless excuse for a woman.  She turned off the shower and groped around for the towel.  Well.  She had no more excuses.  She would dreamwalk Jesse tonight.  She would face her fears, and do what she could to repair any damage she had done to Jesse.  It was the very least she could do.  That decided, Isabelle put on her pajamas and wrapped the towel around her wet hair.

Isabelle looked over at Maria’s bed as she exited the bathroom.  To her surprise it was empty.  Maria hadn’t come in yet.  She walked over to the door and yanked it open, then sighed in exasperation.  Kyle was snoring softly, sitting with his back against the wall near the door to Isabelle’s room.  Isabelle knelt by his side.  “Oh, all right.  Kyle.”  She shook him gently; he snorted and looked around, confused.  “Kyle.  C’mon, you can sleep in here.”  She helped pull him to his feet.  He stumbled into the room, and Isabelle led him to Maria’s bed.  He collapsed on it with a happy sigh and was asleep within seconds.  Isabelle shook her head with a smile.  Poor Kyle.

Isabelle sat on the edge of her own bed and pulled her wallet out of her purse.  Inside it was a photo of Jesse and her, hugging.  She felt tears began to leak out of her eyes, and angrily dashed them away.  Why couldn’t they have stayed that way?  It had been so wonderful.  She put the wallet and her purse back on the bedside table and lay down in bed.  She placed her index finger on Jesse’s face in the photo and closed her eyes.  She trembled with fear as she sank down into the dreamwalk.

Isabelle blinked and waved her hands in front of her in an attempt to disperse the heavy mist that surrounded her.  “Jesse?” she called, looking around.  “Jesse?  Are you there?”  It was difficult and confusing in here, almost as bad as when she had dreamwalked with Max when he was in the white room.  That thought sent another thrill of fear down her spine.  Was Jesse in trouble?  She concentrated with all her willpower, trying to pierce this strange fog.  “Jesse!  Where are you?!?”  She walked forward, and suddenly, in the time between one step and the next, the mist pulled up, revealing a very grey and dingy version of their old living room.  Isabelle looked up and saw that the fog hadn’t retreated very far; it still obscured her view of the ceiling.  Jesse was slouching on the couch, his head resting on the armrest and his eyes were closed.  Isabelle swallowed and took a hesitant step forward.  Maybe he’d been difficult to reach because he wasn’t sleeping very deeply.  Maybe it had nothing to do with her.

She knelt in front of him and placed a hand on his shoulder.  “Jesse?  Jesse?  Can you hear me?”

She felt him jump under her hand.  His head jerked up and he looked around wildly for a second before he saw Isabelle.  “Wha-?  Who?  Isabelle?  Is that you?”  He squinted, as if he had a hard time seeing her.  “That’s you Isabelle, isn’t it?”

Isabelle smiled at the sound of his voice.  Her hand ran down his arm until she reached his hand.  She wrapped her fingers around his.  “Yes, Jesse.  It’s me.  How are you?”

“Isabelle!” Jesse leaned forward and pulled her to him in a hug.  Isabelle laughed under her breath in amazement and hugged him back, holding him with all her strength.  She felt an upwelling of hope.  Maybe…maybe he didn’t hate her.  “Oh God!  You’re back!”

“Well Jesse, not really.  See, you’re dreaming.”

“What?”

Isabelle hugged him tighter.  Her cheek rubbed against the fabric of his shirt as she spoke.  She only wished this were real.  “You’re dreaming.  I can use my powers to enter your dreams.”

“Powers?”  Jesse let go of her, and she heard confusion enter his voice.  “What are you talking about?”

Isabelle backed up and looked at his face carefully, her hands still resting on his shoulders.  “I know it’s hard to think clearly in your dreams, Jesse, but concentrate.  Remember, I’m part alien.  I have some…unusual abilities.”  Jesse was now staring at her blankly.  She brought one hand up to his cheek.  “Jesse?  Honey?”

He blinked.  “NO!  No, you’re wrong.  You’re just normal.  Just like everyone else.”  He laughed nervously.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  He turned his head and looked at the wall fixedly.

Isabelle didn’t know what to do.  She sat back on her heels and forced a bright smile on her face.  Her hand dropped away from Jesse.  “All right,” she said in as soothing a voice as she could manage.  She kept reminding herself that he wasn’t rejecting her, he was dreaming.  People usually aren’t rational in their dreams.  “All right.  I’m just like everyone else.”  She leaned forward.  “How have you been, Jesse?  Are you still in Roswell?  Or did you take that great job opportunity in Boston?”

Jesse was still staring at the wall.  “I can’t talk about it.  Can’t say anything.”  His eyes flicked in her direction momentarily, then back to the wall.  “You don’t know who’s listening.”

“No, Jesse.  It’s okay.  I checked.  Nobody else is listening.  I promise.  Tell me.  How are things with you?”

“NO!”  Jesse stood up.  Isabelle fell back, looking up at his face with pain and horror.  “I can’t talk about it.  You’re not real!  Go away!”  He covered his face with his hands.  “Just go away.  I can’t stand it.  I can’t see you anymore.”

Isabelle rose to her knees.  “Jesse, Jesse, please…I-I-“  She reached up to wipe freely falling tears from her cheeks.  “I just wanted to see you again…”  Jesse was pacing back and forth along the carpet.  The room was getting darker, as if all the light was leaching out of it.  He muttered angrily under his breath and he walked, his hands making sporadic gestures.  Isabelle closed her eyes and tilted her head down.  “I’m…sorry,” she sobbed, wrapping her arms around herself.  “So sorry.  I swear, I never wanted to hurt or betray you like this.  I really wanted to see you but—but if you want me to leave—“

“YES!  Yes!  You have to leave, Isabelle.  Quickly!”  Jesse was only getting more and more agitated and erratic.  The fog suddenly seemed to thicken in the room, leaving her with only a shimmery silhouette of her husband.  With a final sob, Isabelle flung herself out of the dreamwalk.  She opened her eyes to find herself back on her bed in the motel room, her fists clenched so tightly that her nails had broken her skin, and blood was seeping out.  She pulled herself up and stumbled to the bathroom, still sobbing brokenly.  The tears just wouldn’t stop.  She gasped as the cold water out of the bathroom faucet hit her wounds.  She washed her hands in the water, waiting for the blood to stop flowing.

Jesse obviously hated her.  She’d never seen him act that way before, though she hadn’t dreamwalked him too often.  The agitation, and his insistence that she leave him hurt so much she couldn’t even feel the pain in her hands.  Just being near him had been so wonderful, but now she knew, beyond the shadow of a doubt, that she’d lost him forever.  He couldn’t even talk to her, it was so bad.  She doubled over as another bout of sobs shook her body.  Jesse hated her.  He truly understood the depths of her betrayal of their love, and couldn’t forgive her for it.  She sank to the ground and groaned out his name.  She was cursed.  She’d said it before, and now it was confirmed one more time.  She either betrayed or destroyed everyone she loved.

If she hadn’t been sobbing so hard into the bathroom rug, she might have noticed Kyle, who lay on his bed with slightly open eyes.  “To achieve true happiness, you must first desire nothing,” he murmured under his breath, then closed his eyes with a sigh and lay there, listening to her wracking sobs as the night wore on.
◦○◊○◦
“This doesn’t solve anything, you know,” Maria murmured, her head lying on Michael’s chest.  She felt him take a deep breath and sigh.  “Well, it doesn’t.  I think we’ve proved that very well.  In fact, I think we’re living proof it’s an anti-problem-solving strategy.”

“Yeah,” Michael agreed.  Maria could hear the irritation in his voice, and fought to keep her own frustration down below the radar.  “I know.”  His hand was running through her hair.  She struggled to maintain her train of thought as a shiver danced down her spine.

“You know, Michael, when you thought you were going back to Antar, and finally showed yourself to me, you mentioned that you were scared to let me see who you were.  You said you were ashamed of things about yourself.”  She lifted her head off him, rolled over and rested her chin on her hands, with her elbows on the bed as she looked into his eyes.  “But you finally opened your soul completely to me.”  She tilted her head to the side, resting her head completely on one arm as the other reached out to cradle his face.  He was watching her carefully, and she could feel him tensing under her touch.  It hurt to see him readying himself for something painful.  “You let me see everything about you, Michael, and I hope you know that I was never ashamed or disgusted by what you showed me.  I hope I never hurt you by making you think I rejected any part of you.”  She smiled faintly.  “Sometimes you disappoint me, of course.  But I know, Michael, that you’re a good man.”  

The look in Michael’s eyes changed to confusion.  “Um…I have no idea where this conversation is heading…” he said.

“I’m trying to explain myself, I guess,” Maria said.  “You seem to need everything spelled out in very short, simple words.”  Her smile renewed itself as he rolled his eyes at her comment.  “I love you, Michael, you know that.  And you love me.  But this wall has grown up between us.  And it seems like every time we try to breach it, we just end up adding more bricks.”  Michael opened his mouth and she brought her fingers from their resting place on his cheek to his lips, sealing in the words he wanted to say.  “Shhhhh.  Not yet.  Let me say my piece.  I know I hurt you when I said I couldn’t see you anymore because I had to find myself.  I’m sorry it hurt you, Michael, but it was true.  I couldn’t continue to let our love swallow every other part of my life.  Now you’re hiding yourself from me again.  I’m not sure if that’s the only reason why.  Maybe it’s that, maybe you’re not sure if you trust me with what you were when you became king, after Max died.”  Again Michael started to say something, and again Maria stopped him.  “I want you to know that I love you, Michael.  You’re a guy that wants to do good, that is good.  You’re too hard on yourself, and a little too scared of being hurt.  I think I’m at the place that Liz has been with Max all along.  I realized, with my music, that life is full of compromise, but there are some things I’m not willing to compromise.  One of those things is my music, and…” she felt her throat tightening up with emotion, “and one of them is you." Maria wiped at her eyes and sniffed a little.  “Damn.  I was trying to be adult about all this.  I didn’t want to get all weepy.”  She rolled over and sat up on the edge of the bed, her back to him.  She felt the bed shifting under her, and knew he was moving.  “I guess that’s it.  I’m here, Michael.  Don’t make me wait too long.”  She bent over and picked up her shirt.

“Does this mean we’re not fighting anymore?” Michael asked after few seconds of silence.  Maria rolled her eyes as she pulled her shirt on.

“I doubt it.  Fighting seems to be the thing we do best,” Maria said as her head pulled through her shirt.  She heard Michael snort behind her and couldn’t resist a giggle through her tears.  “Okay, one of the things we do best.”  She pulled on her pants and picked up the rest of her things, then stood up.  Before she could take a step, a warm hand reached out and held on to her own.  She smiled.  “Good night, Michael.”  She released his hand and walked out the door, closing it quietly behind her.  She suppressed a flash of annoyance with a sigh.  She’d thrown a lot at him, of course he hadn’t followed her.  Of course he needed time to mull things over and examine himself.  “Pull yourself together, DeLuca!” she muttered to herself as she walked back to her room.  She hugged her socks and shoes to her chest with one arm as she unlocked and opened the door with the other.  “You’ve decided to act you age.  Don’t drop the ball now!”  Maria threw herself into the bed nearest the door, which Isabelle had been kind enough to leave for her, and fell asleep before her head hit the pillow.
◦○◊○◦
Liz jumped as she heard a scream from the room next door.  She spat out the froth of toothpaste in her mouth, dropped her toothbrush in the sink and ran next door with the faucet still running.  That had sounded like Maria!

Liz pounded frantically on the door.  “Maria?  Maria, are you all right?”  She whipped her head around as something touched her back.

“Here,” Max said, resting his other hand on the door’s lock, “I can get that.”

Liz heard the door click and shoved it open.  “What’s wrong?  I heard Mari-“  Liz stopped in her tracks, her eyes wide as she took in the scene before her.  Maria was no longer screaming, but she was red-faced and very obviously upset.  She was holding her shirt, which she had evidently been changing out of, over her front as she pointed one furiously trembling finger at Kyle, who was blinking blearily on the bed farthest from the door, his hair lying every which way as his own face began to blush bright red.  Isabelle was leaning against the doorjamb in her pajamas.  Scarlet marks were scattered randomly across her face as if she’d slept on a carpet.  She swayed unsteadily on her feet, obviously still exhausted, and her eyes looked irritated and red.  Liz turned and saw that Max was about to come in the room.  Liz placed the palm of her hand firmly against his chest and pushed him back.  “I’m sorry Max, but you’d better wait outside for a minute.”  She shoved him back and closed the door behind her.

Kyle had both hands up and was looking away from a fuming Maria.  “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I didn’t know you were in here!”

“What are you talking about!?!  I didn’t know you were in here!  This is my room, after all!”  Maria clenched her shirt to herself even more tightly as her voice rose in indignation.  Liz bent over and began to pull the blanket off Maria’s bed as Isabelle spoke up.

“You kicked him out of his room, Maria.  I found him sleeping in the hallway, so I let him in.”  If possible, Isabelle sounded even more tired than she looked.

“Yeah, that’s it.  I didn’t mean anything by it, Maria.  Like I said, I’m sorry.”  

“All right, all right,” Liz said soothingly as she walked in front of Maria and spread her arms, hiding everything but Maria’s head from Kyle’s view with the blanket off Maria's bed.  “Just get out, Kyle.”  Liz jerked her head toward the door to the room.

“I am sorry,” he muttered as he left.  As his hand touched the doorknob he turned back to look at Isabelle.  “Are you sure you’re okay?”

“KYLE!” Maria growled, glaring at him over the edge of the blanket.

“Fine, Kyle.  Thanks.”  Isabelle favored him with a weak smile, yawned, and turned around to enter the bathroom.  Kyle nodded and slipped out with a final apologetic look at Liz.  Liz dropped the blanket and Maria collapsed on her bed with a sigh.

“Well, that was embarrassing,” she groaned.  She leaned over and picked up a different shirt, then rooted around in her bag for the rest of her change of clothes.  “I hope Isabelle doesn’t take too long in the shower.”

“What happened last night, Maria?  How could you not notice Kyle was here?  Where did Isabelle sleep?”

Maria shrugged.  “I thought about what you said last night, and decided to talk to Michael.  I did kick Kyle out of the room,” she admitted.  “We…well, we talked…among other things-“

“Maria!  You know that’s not going to solve your probl-“

Maria held up her hands in a calming motion.  “I know, I know.  We talked afterward…and, well…we’ll see.  As for Isabelle, I don’t know where she slept.  I just assumed that she was Kyle, and started to change, then he woke up, and I screamed.  Isabelle came out of the bathroom, then you came in and-“

“Wait a minute,” Liz exclaimed, aghast.  “You mean Isabelle was sleeping in the bathroom?”

Maria shrugged.  “I guess so.”  She smacked her lips together and made a face.  “Ugh.  Where’s my toothbrush…”  She knelt and started going through her bag again, then looked up.  “You might want to finish brushing your teeth yourself, Liz…you look like you’re frothing at the mouth.”

“Oh my gosh!  I forgot!”  Liz covered her lips with her hand and rushed out of the room.  Max was standing in the hallway.

“Liz?”

She impatiently waved him off as she darted back to their sink and looked in the mirror.  A bluish-white foam was caked around her mouth.  She filled a glass from the still-running faucet and rinsed her mouth and toothbrush.  Max peeked his head around the corner.   “What the heck was that all about?”

Liz shook her head.  “I don’t really know.  And to tell you the truth, I’m not sure I want to know, either.”
◦○◊○◦

Isabelle stifled another yawn.  She saw Liz shoot her a look full of questions.  She’d had that curious look all morning.  Isabelle refused to satisfy her sister-in-law’s curiosity, though.  Instead she looked around at the community college campus with an interest not entirely feigned.  East Los Angeles College was part of a network of eight community colleges in the L.A. area.  This one offered biology, which was Liz’s major of choice.  Isabelle herself wasn’t sure what she wanted to study, but some areas of interest were here.  This college felt similar to the one she’d attended while in Roswell.  The atmosphere, right now, was painful.  Rather than the reminder of her old life making her feel comfortable and at ease, it made here realize, all over again, exactly what she was missing.  It was, indirectly, another reminder of Jesse and everything else she’d lost.  The last thing she needed right now was that.


Liz cleared her throat.  “It seems pretty busy here, for the summer.”


Isabelle shrugged.  “Yeah, but a lot of the people here already work full time, and just want some classes on the side.  Community colleges are pretty busy year round, I think.”


“Mmm,” Liz muttered in wordless agreement.  “They only require an official school transcript for admission.  I guess that would be pretty easy to fake.”  She sighed.  “After some classes here, maybe I can get into a full four-year degree program.”


“Are you done looking around?”  Isabelle scanned the area around them.  “I’d like to get back with the others.  We know what papers and identification we’d need to enroll here, that’s all we really came for.  I’m sure the others are back from the DMV and waiting for us.”


Liz nodded.  “Yeah, I guess so.  So, how do you think we’re going to find the information to get social security numbers?”


Isabelle shrugged.  “I don’t know.  Alex –“ Isabelle shivered a little as she thought of him, “Alex might have been able to do something, but none of us are terribly good with computers.”  Her eyes roved over the other people on the sidewalk as she thought for a second.  “I would guess we’d have to break in to an office that stores that kind of thing.  One of us could disguise ourselves as someone who works there and look up some good names and numbers.  It’s the only thing I can think of.  I have no idea how to go about it otherwise.”


Liz nodded.  “That makes se-OOF!” Liz staggered into Isabelle as a young woman with long blonde hair bumped into her.  Isabelle reached out to steady Liz.  She noticed that Liz looked suddenly pale, and her gaze was faraway and distracted.


“I’m sorry, I’m so sorry,” the young woman said, reaching out to brush imagined dirt from Liz’s shirt.  Each time the woman’s hands touched her, Liz’s entire body shook with tremors under Isabelle’s bracing grip.  Isabelle smiled at her, trying to act natural, even though her first thought was to make the woman leave.  Isabelle had a sneaking suspicion about Liz’s reaction to this woman.


“It’s okay,” Isabelle assured the woman, “She’s fine.”


“Really, I’m sorry.  I’m in such a hurry,” the woman’s eyes darted to her wristwatch, then back up to Isabelle’s face.  “Sorry.”


Isabelle just smiled and pulled Liz away.  The woman gave Liz a strange look, then took off in the direction she’d been jogging.  “Liz!” Isabelle hissed as soon as the woman was out of earshot.  “Liz!  Snap out of it!  What did you see?”


Liz’s body was shaking like a leaf, and her faraway gaze was somehow blank and intent at the same time.  She was mumbling something softly under her breath.  Isabelle could only catch a few odd words.  “No…won’t tell…know anything…stop…”  Isabelle led Liz to a nearby bench and pushed her down onto the seat.  As she sat down beside her, Liz blinked and gasped.  “No!  Wha…?”  She looked around herself and swallowed.


“What did you see, Liz?” Isabelle asked intently.  “That’s the strongest reaction I’ve ever seen from you!  Stronger even than the one in the diner in Wilkieup.”


Liz swallowed again.  A tear ran down her cheek.  “She knows something about aliens.  I saw her in a white room.  She was being questioned…tortured…” her voice trailed off into silence as she wiped her face with the back of her hand.


“She’s another one of us?” 


“N-no, I don’t think so.  But the FBI was convinced she knew something.  Every time she touched me I saw her get tortured over and over again…finally, they killed her.”  Liz closed her eyes and another tear ran down her cheek.  “They gave her an overdose of drugs and dropped her body in an alley.”


“Oh God…” Isabelle murmured, running her hand over Liz’s back in absentminded comfort as she looked in the direction the young woman had disappeared in.  “We have to follow her, Liz.  We have to at least find out who she is!”  She focused on Liz, who was wiping her eyes and squaring her shoulders with resolution.  "Let's go!"


Liz nodded and stood, and Isabelle did the same.  “Yes," Liz said softly, "we have to save her!”  They ran after the woman, scanning the crowds carefully for long blonde hair.  “There!” Liz said, pointing.  “Wasn’t she wearing a red t-shirt?  I think that’s her.”


Isabelle nodded.  “Yeah, I think so too.  We’ve got to follow her without drawing attention to ourselves.”  Isabelle looked around.  The crowds on campus were thinning as the time moved past the hour.  Most people were in their classrooms by now.    She tugged on Liz’s shirtsleeve and pulled her behind some foliage.  “I’m going to change my looks.  I can’t do it for you, but maybe you’ll be less conspicuous if you don’t walk with me.”  Isabelle ran her hand over her body, and light flared from the palm of her hand and changed her appearance to that of a young Hispanic woman.  She looked herself over quickly, then raised her head.  Liz was tying her hair up in a knot.  She shrugged and smiled at Isabelle’s expression.


“My disguise isn’t very good, but every little difference helps,” she said.  “I’ll stay to her right, you on the left.  That way, if she turns off somewhere, one of us can follow her easily without being too obvious.”  Isabelle bobbed her head in agreement, and Liz took off at a slow jog.  Isabelle followed, taking the left as Liz had suggested.  Her long legs ate up the pavement quickly, so she kept herself at a brisk walk, rather than risking extra attention by running.    She soon caught sight of Liz again, who had slowed down to a relaxed walk.  Isabelle kept her faster pace for a few moments, then saw their target up ahead, still walking quickly, with a blind intentness of purpose that practically screamed that she was in a hurry.  Isabelle slowly brought down her pace until she was walking about the same speed as the woman, only a few feet behind.  She carefully watched the woman’s face, committing it to memory.  She wanted to be able to attempt dreamwalking this woman tonight.  She made a mental note to start carrying some sort of camera around with her for cases like this.  It would make things much easier.


Isabelle turned her head and caught sight of Liz again, out of the corner of her eye.  Liz was on the other side of the street, walking with her hands in her pockets.  Isabelle looked forward again and caught the young woman in front of her glancing at her face, then away again quickly.  Her heart flip-flopped.  Had she been made?  Maybe it was a mistake to assume that since her disguise was perfect she didn’t have to be careful.  But the woman didn’t change her stride at all, and Isabelle slowly relaxed.  The woman crossed over to Liz’s side of the street at the next intersection, but Isabelle stayed on her side.  The woman continued walking right, and Isabelle watched Liz follow her, then dashed into the lobby of a classroom building.  She saw the sign for a woman’s restroom, and quickly changed herself into a redhead.  She smiled momentarily as she jogged back to follow Liz and the woman.  She should do stuff like this more often – it was kind of fun!  She saw Liz sitting on a bench in front of another classroom building on a short way down the road.  She walked up and sat down.


“Well?  Where is she?”


“What?” Liz asked, staring at her strangely.  Isabelle suddenly realized what Liz’s problem was.  With a small grin she waved her hand in front of her face, momentarily returning her face to normal before returning to her new disguise.  Liz smiled in understanding and jerked her head in the direction of the building behind them.  “She went in there.  I walked around the building.  This is the only way in.  There’s another door on the west side of the building, but it doesn’t open from the outside.  If you want to watch that door…”


Isabelle shook her head.  “I’ll go and temporarily fuse that door shut.  Then we can go inside and find her.”


“You want to talk to her?”  Liz asked, surprised.


“Maybe I can strike up a conversation with her, find something out.”


Liz shrugged and acquiesced.  “Sure, I suppose.”


Isabelle walked up to the western door and fused the door to the doorframe.  Then she walked back to the front, to find Liz there, waiting for her.   She smiled and entered.  There was only one long hallway, empty of traffic, though they could hear lectures wafting through the air around them.  They strode forward softly, looking from side to side in the classrooms as they walked by.  They saw no sign of the young woman.  Liz tried the door Isabelle had sealed, just in case, but it was sealed tight.  They looked at each other in confusion.  Liz shrugged.  “It doesn’t make sense.  I saw her co-“ A loud yell interrupted her, and both women whipped their heads around to face the direction of the disturbance.  Isabelle took off at a run.  She saw that a supply closet door was swung open, and when she looked in the classroom across the hall she saw that one of the windows in the room was broken, and a hammer was lying on the ground near it.


“What happened?” she asked.


“Some crazy woman just broke through that window and jumped out of the building!” the woman in front of the classroom said, aghast.  “I can’t imagine what would cause the girl to do something like that!”


Isabelle back out of the room and walked over to where Liz was standing, near the front door of the building.  “She jumped out the window,” Isabelle said shortly.  “She must have noticed us.”  She motioned for Liz to follow her and strode up to the west door.  She laid her hand against, loosened it from the doorjamb, opened it and walked outside.  She scanned the area, but saw no sign of the woman.  Liz and Isabelle looked at each other.  Then Isabelle sighed with frustration and they began to walk back to the bus stop.
◦○◊○◦

"So, you don't think she's one of us?"  Max asked Liz.  She shook her head.  "Why do you think she ran like that?"

Iz spoke up.  "I think she noticed me.  Liz said the FBI was after her...maybe she's on the watch for tails."  Isabelle shrugged.  "I had changed my looks, so she didn't know who I was, but she did give me a couple of odd glances.  I bet she noticed that I was paying a lot of attention to her, and decided to play it safe.  When Liz and I went looking for her in that building, it must have confirmed her worst fears."

"I can't believe that she managed to make you so quickly after you disguised yourself!" Michael exclaimed, shaking his head.

"Hey!" Iz exploded.  Max tried to give her a quelling look - she was in a horrible mood - but she continued.  "I've never had an opportunity to tail people or investigate things.  I -"  Iz seemed to realize she was overreacting, and swallowed what she wanted to say next.  "I memorized her face.  I can try to dreamwalk her.  Maybe I can find out more."  She ran a hand over her face and closed her eyes with a sigh.  She looked so tired.  Max reached out and touched her other hand in a wordless question.  Her eyes met his, but she shook her head and looked away.  Max suppressed a sigh.  It probably had to do with Jesse.  She really loved him.  Max couldn't help feeling guilty for the problems she was having.  Maybe if they'd allowed her to tell Jesse about themselves earlier, things would have worked out better for her.

“Why don’t you try that,” Liz agreed eagerly.  Isabelle closed her eyes and her breathing slowed.  Her eyebrows drew together in concentration.  Max always wondered how she did that.  Of course, they all their own special powers.  Even Liz.  He took a couple of silent steps, being careful not to disturb Isabelle, and hugged Liz close to his side.  Every time he let her out of his sight, something seemed to happen to one of them.  She smiled up at him and ran one hand along his arm.  He nearly gasped as a few flashes of the afternoon’s events flashed through his head


A young woman, not much older than them, with long, straight blonde hair.  Sidewalks and streetlamps whipping by.  Isabelle…only not Isabelle.  A crash and shouting.


Liz looked up at him.  What?  She mouthed silently.  He must have reacted somehow.  He smiled and shook his head.  He looked back at his sister and shifted his weight on his feet as his thought returned to his contemplation of their powers.  Maybe they all had the same powers, only they were better at some.  They’d avoided using them most of the time.  Maybe if they practiced more, like Tess had, they would be able to use each others’ special skills.  Liz was right, they had to find out more about how their powers worked.  Yet another thing to do.  The pile never seemed to get any smaller…


“Oh!” Isabelle gasped and took a sudden deep breath.  Her eyes opened and she brought a hand to her head as her eyebrows knit together in a look of pain.  She pressed the heel of her hand hard against her forehead.  “MMMmmmm…that was difficult.  She’s not very open to dreamwalking.  I barely managed to see her.”


“You did get through, though?” Michael was lounging on the bed.


“Yeah…just barely…”


Maria was sitting on the floor, leaning with her back against the bed behind her.  Michael and Maria were acting a little strange.  There wasn’t any discernable tension between them, yet they weren’t sitting next to each other either.  Maria smiled at Isabelle kindly.  “Getting through at all with just a single chance meeting and no photograph seems pretty amazing to me.  Did you find out anything?”


Isabelle shook her head.  “It was a little confusing.  Everything was so foggy.  I asked what her name was, but she gave me two different answers.  The first time she said that her name was ‘Serena’.”  Max felt Liz start.  She was staring at Isabelle with a shocked look that she quickly covered with a blandly interested expression.  She glanced up at Max to see if he’d noticed, but he pretended to be paying rapt attention to his sister’s story.  He looked at Maria and noticed that she too seemed to be reacting strangely to the name Serena.  “Then she looked upset and insisted her name was Ellen,” Isabelle continued.  “I was able to get the address.  2578 Randall Street.  But I have no idea where that is.”  Isabelle shrugged, frustrated at the lack of information.  “Like I said, it was difficult to get through.  I think she was blocking me a little, somehow.”


Liz and Maria were giving each other significant looks across the room.  Max decided to take the bull by the horns.  “What’s going on, you two?”  Liz jerked and looked up at him guiltily.  “Something’s got you worried.  What is it?”  Liz swallowed and looked down at her toes, a blush rising in her cheeks.  Kyle and Michael watched her, and she got even redder.  Isabelle stopped rubbing her head and looked up with a frown.  Max looked at Maria.  “Maria?”


Maria held up her hands in a warding gesture.  “Hey, this isn’t my story to tell.  I only found out about it weeks later!”  She looked over at Kyle and coughed into her fist.  

Kyle looked back at her, confused.  “What?”  Maria’s eyes shifted between Kyle and Max a couple of times.  “Oh…something to do with that?”

“Liz…”  Max didn’t like where this conversation seemed to be heading.  If it had something to do with the time he saw Liz and Kyle together…  He knew she’d never actually had sex with Kyle, but she’d never explained exactly what had happened, or why she’d let Max think she had for so long.  “Liz, I think we need to know.”

Liz sighed.  “I think you do, too.”  She sagged a little, and Max let her go.  She walked over to Maria and plopped down on the bed near her side.  “It’s a really weird story, though.”  Everyone waited silently, but Liz had fallen silent again.

Maria gave her a gentle shake.  “Just start from the beginning – or at least, how you began when telling me.”


“What’s that supposed to mean?” Michael growled out, frustrated with all the obscure references being bandied about the room.


Liz barked out a short, sharp laugh that didn’t contain even an iota of humor.  “Let’s just say it’s hard to choose a ‘beginning’ to this story,” she said cryptically.  She grabbed Max’s hand tightly and pulled him over to the bed.  As she touched him, he felt another flash of images, too fast and confused for him to catch, except for a vision of his face…only it wasn’t his face, there was something different about it…  “You’d better sit down,” Liz said, then let go and stared at the ground.  “It happened almost two years ago, now.  I had decided that Max and I would never work out, since he was destined to be with Tess.”  Max opened his mouth to protest, but he saw the pain in her eyes and closed his mouth without a word.  He could tell she’d never be able to let this all out if she was interrupted.  “Then, one night, I was visited by Max…except it wasn’t my Max.  It took some convincing, but he finally got me to believe that he was from our future.”  She glanced up into Max’s eyes, and a smile ran across her lips.  “It was the night you serenaded me, remember?  He told me you’d show up and do that.  I told him he was crazy, you’d never do something like that…and then you started singing from the street below.”  Max felt a flush creep up his face as Michael and Isabelle both turned to gape at him.  Liz’s eyes dropped again as she continued.  “So…so he told me that I had to help you fall out of love with me.  He said-he said Tess left because she was so upset that you were ignoring her, and when she left, you became too weak to resist your enemies.  I assume he meant the skins.  You’d been fighting them for about 14 years, and finally, two weeks before you came back to the past, Isabelle had died.  And then Michael too.  You said that you and I were the last ones left, and you decided to go into the past, using the Grenalith, to change the past and allow things to turn out better.”  She looked up again at everyone.  “That’s how I knew about the Grenalith when you went off to New York, Max.  The future Max said it was very important and had to be protected.”


“What about this Serena chick, then?” Michael asked impatiently.


“Oh, well, future Max told me that Serena was a future friend of mine and she was the one who figured out how to use the Grenalith to do time travel.  She’s some sort of physics whiz.”  Liz shrugged.  “I’ve been keeping an eye out for this ‘Serena’ ever since.  So, to finish the story, I tried to get you to fall in love with Tess, Max, but you found out and got upset.  I tried to tell you I didn’t love you, and you came back at me with tickets to Gomez.  So I…so I asked Kyle to help me.  After you ran off, Max, I thought we’d never be together.  So I asked the future Max to give me my wedding dance, and while we were dancing he-well, he disappeared.”


Max glanced over at Kyle.  Kyle was staring at Liz with an awed sort of expression on his face.  “That’s totally unbelievable!” he exclaimed.  “I thought you were just pissed off at him.  This other Max was right there?  Geez!”


Isabelle’s thoughts were taking a different tack.  “So, did this future Max want Alex to die?  ‘Cause that’s what keeping Tess got us.  And now she’s gone anyway.”


Liz’s eyes began to tear.  She stood up and shook her head.  “No!  No, he didn’t know what Tess would do.  He just knew you needed her to defeat the skins.  And…and you did defeat them, with her help.”  Liz closed her eyes, and the tears began to run down her face.  Max got up and strode over to her.  “I think that’s part of the reason I hated Tess so much…I felt so guilty, because it was my fault she was around long enough to kill Alex.”  She was difficult to understand through the tears.  Max enfolded her in a hug.


“Shh…shhh…you had no way of knowing how things would’ve turned out.  What a horrible position I—he—you were placed in…”  Liz sobbed and wrapped her arms around him as she hid her face in the curve of his neck and shoulder.  Her hot tears burned his skin and sparked visions, stronger than usual after being repressed for so long.  Him, with lines on his face and gray in his hair.  “I’m sorry Liz, I can’t imagine how difficult that would be…”  Unimaginable pain and guilt as Liz told Max she wasn’t willing to die for him, when her heart was screaming she would do that and more.  Liz’s hands grabbed Max’s shirt tightly, her hands curling into fists.  His older self, insisting that she rip to shreds the one thing in her life she didn’t want to give up.  Max struggled with what to say, but words seemed so inadequate.  Liz’s tear stained face being raised as she explains: “Don't you realize what you are to me...and you're always gonna be? You're the love of my life. Everyone else is gonna be second best. There'll never be another you.”  What could he say next to that?


As they stood, an immovable pillar anchored in each other, Maria got up off the floor and reached out to grab one of Michael’s hands.  She reached out on the other side and pulled on Kyle’s arm.  “All right, everyone.  I think we need to give them a moment.”  She began to pull them out of the room.  Isabelle stood and followed them out.  Max was too absorbed in his wife to notice them.


“How—“ Max’s voice cracked.  He swallowed and tried again.  “How could you love me so much?”  She nuzzled in closer.  Twirling to music that wasn’t even there, allowing herself an instant of happiness, only to stop and realize she was alone.  More alone than she ever thought a person could be and not die from it.  “I don’t think—no, I know I wouldn’t be able to give you up.  Not while there was the smallest chance…”  He couldn’t continue.  Lying to Max, making him hate her more as she admitted to a betrayal she would never dream of committing.  He turned his head and kissed her cheek.  “Liz…I’m so sorry…I never knew…”


Liz sniffed and loosened her hold a little bit.  “I know, I know, I’m the one who lied to you.  You shouldn’t be apologizing…I should—“  She sniffed again and reached up to wipe her face.  “It’s such a relief to tell you.  I should have done it sooner, instead of holding it back.”


Max looked down at her face.  “You know that you can tell me anything.  Finding this out only makes me realize how much more I owe you.”


“No, Max!”  Liz shook her head emphatically, her waterfall of dark hair swaying behind her.  “No, you’re the one who’s always saving me!  If anyone owes anything, it’s m-“


Max reached out with a smile as she spoke to run his hands through her hair.  “No one owes anyone anything,” he interrupted softly.  “There are no debts or obligations.  There are just two people, hopelessly in love.”  

Liz’s lids lowered as her smile turned sultry.  She put her hands on his shoulders and craned her neck up for a kiss.  “I’ll second that…”  As their lips connected, Max knew that they were both being completely open to each other for the first time since they’d gotten back together, after Tess.  The one tiny little corner, so small he’d never even known it was there, was now as open to him as the rest of her.  As he was to her.  He used one hand to pull her closer to him while the other fumbled behind his back for the deadbolt.  As he finally heard the door lock, he thought he heard a snicker from the other side of the door.  He picked Liz up and carried her to the bed as she threw her arms around his neck.  Then he was unable to notice anything in the entire cosmos except her.

◦○◊○◦

Kyle looked at Isabelle.  “Why didn’t you want to go along with them to find this “Serena”?”


Isabelle kept walking forward.  They were nearing a larger building that a sign proclaimed held the “Student Information Office”.  “I could ask you the same question, you know.”


Kyle shook his head.  “No fair, I asked first.”


Kyle felt a small thrill of triumph as Isabelle smiled and conceded the point.  “I was scared she’d remember me…and I feel guilty for going into her mind like that.  I guess I feel like it’s not much better than a mindwarp when the other person isn’t willing to share information.  I gave them all the information I got, so I figured it’d be all right if I didn’t go with them.”  She waved her arm in a wide gesture at the campus around them as they strode up to the door.  “Besides, I’d rather be looking at colleges anyway.  How about you?”


Kyle shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I guess I didn’t want any of us going off alone.  It makes me nervous for some reason.”


Isabelle’s expression became sad.  “Yeah…”  She looked off into space as her feet brought her over to a bench near the sidewalk.  She sat down and looked at her feet, her toes wiggling in her sandals.  Kyle sat down too, leaving a little space between them.  “Sometimes I think we should just all give up.  It doesn’t seem worth the fight, lately.”


Kyle leaned forward, resting his elbows on his thighs as he looked at Isabelle’s face.  “You can’t give up, Isabelle.”


She shot him a look.  “Are you going to spout something about determination winning the day or a positive spirit turning defeat into victory?”


He shook his head.  “No.  It’s just…it’s too late to give up now.  If you’d tried, in the beginning…well…who knows.  But now the government will never believe you’re harmless…not after Tess.  And what about Liz and me?  Liz is already considered one of you by the military…otherwise why would she have seen herself dead with you before graduation?  I’ll be…like that…soon too, right?  It’s too late.  It’s fight or die.”  He shrugged.  “Or hide again, I suppose.”


“You’re right.”  Isabelle had a stricken expression on her face.  “We’re pretty low on choices.”  Isabelle twirled her wedding rings on her finger absently.  Kyle ached to hug her and attempt to comfort her, but he was pretty sure she didn’t want that from him right now.  Buddha was right.  Wanting things only brought pain.  “If you could do anything…whatever you dreamed of doing…what would you do?”  she asked, blinking quickly.  She was trying to suppress her tears.


Kyle cocked his head.  “Well…before we left Roswell I was trying to see if I could become a partner at the garage.”  He clasped his hands together, still leaning forward.  He looked intently off into the distance as he continued, baring a precious dream he’d held close to his heart for months.  “I think I’d like to try to run my own place.  I don’t know everything yet, but I’m pretty good at it.”  He smiled.  “And with my resident psychic mechanic by my side, no car problem can defeat me.”  He was rewarded with a wan smile for that one.  “It’d be great to work for myself, you know?  There’s some business stuff I need to learn first, but that’s my dream.”  He looked down, his voice trailing off.  “Doesn’t seem much point in dreams like that now…”


Isabelle’s sad expression had sharpened into intense interest.  “Actually Kyle…”  Kyle looked over at her as he heard a new strength and resolve entering her voice.  She looked up for a moment, then nodded to herself and continued.  “Actually, that’s a great idea!”


“Well, I’m glad you think so but-“


“No, that’s perfect!  Think about it.  We have the ability to pretty much print our own money, but someone’s going to notice it eventually, especially when we’re all unemployed.  But if we start running a garage…we’ll be able to do the work faster and cheaper than anyone else…we charge a slightly lower price, we start making real money!”  Her face lit up as she got more excited.  “Just think…we’re asked to repaint someone’s car and ‘poof’! “ Isabelle brought her index finger down to the bench dramatically, “I just have to zap it and we’re done!  It’s great!  It gives us employment, a use for our powers, a valid source of money…nothing could be better!”  She was smiling now.  Kyle couldn’t help but be caught up in her excitement.  “Why didn’t you mention this before, Kyle?”


He shrugged, still energized by her sudden return to full life.  “I dunno, it always seemed foolish to me…like I’m reaching too far.”


“Oh, no, this is the idea we’ve all been looking for!”  Isabelle stood, then turned and held out a hand to Kyle.  “C’mon, let’s go tell the-AH!”  Isabelle gasped and clutched her hand to her head, her eyes widening alarmingly.  Kyle stood up and put his arms around her, steadying her.  She bent over with a groan and her eyes began to close.


“Isabelle?  Are you alright?  Isabelle?!?”

◦○◊○◦

“Well,” Maria said, “this is it.  Do you suppose she’s really here?”


Michael looked determined.  “There’s only one way to find out.”  He began to walk up to the front door.  Max reached out for him.


“Wait!”


“What?  You always want to wait,” Michael said, frustrated.


“There may be other exits…if she’s scared that we’re FBI or something, she’s going to try to run.  How about you and Maria circle around to the back?  That way we’ve got less chance of losing her.”


“I got a better idea,” Michael shot back.  “How ‘bout you go to the back, and Maria and I walk up to the front?”  Maria laid a hand on his arm.  Michael seemed a little grouchier than usual.  Max, however, simply shrugged and nodded.


“Okay, that works too.”  He turned toward Liz with that intense look they always seemed to share.  “Let’s go, Liz.  Knock on the door when we get in position, Michael.”


“And how am I to know when-“


“Just give us two minutes, okay?”  Max was starting to sound exasperated.  Maria smiled apologetically at him and Liz as they turned to go.  

When they were out of earshot she grabbed Michael’s arm and pulled him down until his ear was level with her mouth.  “What’s with you today?” she hissed.

“What?”

“You’re grumpy beyond belief!  What’s your problem?”

“Aw, I dunno.  I’ve been thinking.”  He stood up straight and ran his hand through his hair.  “I had a hard time sleeping last night...”

“Yeah?  What were you thinking?”

Michael avoided her eyes.  “I – I guess I’ve been thinking about why I’m holding back again.”  Maria stroked his arm encouragingly but didn’t say anything.  She didn’t want to push him right now.  He was going in the direction she wanted.  If she pushed, he’d start digging in his heels just to be stubborn.  If she let him get there himself, he’d feel a lot better.  He cleared his throat and looked at the house.  “I guess Max and Liz should be in position now.  Let’s go.”

“Just remember, Michael, she’s supposed to be our friend…eventually.  Let’s treat her with kid gloves.”  Michael grunted, then knocked on the front door.  They waited a few seconds, then Michael knocked again, a little more impatiently.

Maria strained her ears, but didn’t hear anything inside.  She reached out and pressed the doorbell button.  She heard the chimes echo out faintly from the bowels of the house, but didn’t hear any footsteps or other sounds of life.  “Maybe she’s not home.” Maria suggested tentatively.

Michael snorted.  “Yeah.  Or maybe-“  Just then they heard the heart-stopping sound of a gunshot going off.  Michael took off, running around the house.  “It came from the back!” he shouted.  Maria gasped and ran after him.  What if something had happened to Liz?

As Maria rounded the corner of the house she saw Max, his hand up.  Before him was that strange, rippling green shield he could make with his powers, and a bullet floated in the midst of it, moving back and forth with the ripples.  Liz’s hand was out too, and her face was pale.  A woman was staring at them in horror, her eyes wide.  Her right hand was flung out and up, her fingers tilted oddly, and Maria caught the glint of a gun in the grass, about five feet to her right.  Michael’s face looked angry as he ran over and snatched up the gun.

“Michael!  Maria!  It’s all right!  I just yanked the gun out of her hands.!”  Liz had caught sight of them.  As she lowered her hand, the woman’s hand lowered too.  She seemed to be shaking violently.  She cradled her right hand in her left, but otherwise did nothing.  Max closed his outstretched hand into a fist and the shield vanished.  The captured bullet dropped to the cement of the walkway by the back door with a tinkling sound, and the woman flinched.  Max leaned over to pick it up.  Liz walked up to her carefully.  “Are you all right?  I didn’t hurt you, did I?”  She reached out for the woman’s hand, but the woman gasped and took a frightened step back.  Liz froze, and held up her hands in a show of peace, not stopping to think that was the same pose she assumed when using her powers.  The woman gasped and flinched again.  “No, please, don’t be scared.  Your name is Serena, right?”

“N-No, my name’s E-Ellen.” The woman stuttered.  “Who-who are you people?”

Liz smiled again.  “You’re Serena.  You bumped into me yesterday?  Remember?”  The woman’s eyes flickered in recognition.  “I-“ Liz chuckled nervously, “I guess you could say I’m psychic, Serena.  When you touched me, I saw…I saw what might happen to you.”  Liz’s face was intent as she reached out and grabbed the woman’s hands.  The woman bit her lip and tears suddenly arose in her eyes at Liz’s grip.  “Oh, oh my gosh, you must have been hurt!  I’m so sorry, really, I’m sorry,” Liz began to babble.  

Maria reached out with a smile and tugged on Max’s arm.  “In for a penny, in for a pound, I always say.  You’ve shown her how odd you are already.  Why don’t you fix that hand, Max?”  A shadow flitted across Max’s face.  He was reluctant to use his healing since finding out what effect it could have on humans.  “It’s just a small thing, maybe a broken bone or sprained thumb.  You won’t make her start to glow green, Max.” Maria urged quietly.

Max nodded and stepped forward.  “Could you let me see your hand, Serena?” he asked gently, reaching out.  The woman watched him carefully has he placed his hand over hers, then gasped and tried to yank her hand away as his started to glow a little.  Max’s eyebrows knit together in concentration for a second, then he stepped back, smiling and releasing her hand.  “There.  It should be-“

“Fine.  It’s fine!”  The woman was pumping her hand into and out of a fist.  “How did you – who – what…”  She stared at them helplessly.  Maria barely restrained a giggle, then came to her rescue.

“We’re right, aren’t we?  You ARE really Serena, aren’t you?”

The woman nodded.  Everyone seemed to let out a collective sigh.  Liz started up again.  “Hi, Serena!  I’m so happy to meet you, really I am.  Oh, and I’m sorry about your hand, I didn’t mean to hurt you, I just wanted the gun-“ She was still flustered.  Max laid a gentle hand on Liz’s shoulder, and she took a deep breath and seemed to center herself.  “Anyway, like I was saying, when I touched you, I saw your future, and we couldn’t let that happen to you…so we came to find you.”

“You’re not FBI?”

Liz shook her head.  “No. We’re…well…would you come with us?  We’d like to keep you safe.”

“What did you see happening to me?”

Liz swallowed.  “I saw you captured…and questioned.”

Serena looked doubtful.  “You went to all this trouble just because you saw me being questioned?”

Liz shook her head again and said very softly, “No…I saw you…well…I saw you dead.”  She looked down.  “The FBI killed you, made it look like an overdose.”  She cleared her throat, then looked over at Max.

He stepped into the conversation.  “Liz saw that you believe there are aliens, and that’s why you believe the FBI is after you.”  Serena nodded.  “Well, you’re right, there are aliens.  We’d really like to talk to you about how you know what you know, but I think we’d all feel safest if you could get whatever you may need from here, and we all take off.  Liz didn’t see when the FBI would get you.”

Maria watched Serena.  Her eyes were calculating as she looked at them.  Maria practically held her breath.  What would Serena do?  Suddenly the woman nodded once, sharply.  “I guess I don’t have much of a choice.  I bet, after revealing whatever the heck that was to me, you’re not too likely to let me out of your sight, are you?”  Max and Liz both looked uncomfortable at the thought that they were threatening.  Michael snorted and muttered something under his breath.  “I can make some guesses of what’s going on here.  I have a few things I’d hate to lose in the house.  If some of you want to come in and help me out, we can get it all in one trip, and I don’t have to come back here again.”

Max nodded.  Liz reached out to hold his hand and said, “Max and I will help you, Serena.  Michael and Maria can wait for us by the car.”  

Serena smiled crookedly.  “Smart, prevent me from sneaking out another entrance, and from leading you all into some trap on the inside.”  She jerked her head back toward the door.  “Let’s go, th-what’s wrong?”

Max and Michael had both fallen to their knees.  Michael was clutching his head, while Max’s hand held so tight to Liz all the blood was squeezed out of it.  Liz’s had also suddenly blanched.  Maria ran up to her.  “Liz, what is it?”  

Liz’s eyes slowly focused on hers.  “Isa…belle…I think…”

Michael’s hands fell from his head to the ground.  He stayed on all fours for a second, breathing heavily.  “Yeah, it was Isabelle.  She needs us.  Something’s happened.”

Serena had started to back into the house.  Maria walked up and placed a gentle, but restraining hand on her shoulder.  “Please, just wait a moment.  You guys will be fine in a second, then, won’t you?”

Max was standing.  “Yeah, we’re fine…it was just really disorienting.  Something’s happened to-“ Max glanced at Serena, then said “ to her husband.  She wants us to meet up again.”

Serena’s smile came back.  “It’s a little late to be careful about names now.  You’ve given me all of yours already, plus this Isabelle, whoever she is.”

“Well, you’re comin’ with us now, for sure,” Michael said.

Liz pulled Max forward.  “C’mon, lets get your stuff, Serena.”  She looked over her shoulder at Maria.  Maria nodded in response.

“Don’t worry, girlfriend, we’ll be here.”

◦○◊○◦
“Max!  Oh, Max!” Isabelle cried and ran up to her brother.  He opened his arm and wrapped them around her.  Isabelle had obviously been crying for a long time-her eyes looked red and sore.  Kyle stood behind her in the room, his hands in his pockets and a lost look on his face.  He’d evidently felt helpless as to what he should do.

“Shhhhh.  Shhhhh.”  Max tried to calm the storm of her weeping.  She just sobbed harder.  “Please Isabelle, tell me.  What’s wrong?”  Liz walked into the room, followed by a gaping Serena, and Michael and Maria.  Max felt a rush of gratitude as Maria turned and softly closed the door behind her, then locked it.  “C’mon, Iz.  Just tell me.”

“It-it’s Jesse!  Oh, Max, I thought he hated me!  I dreamwalked him, and he was so distant.  He kept pushing me away.  I thought it was because he didn’t love me anymore!  But then I felt it!”

“What?” Max was feeling pretty lost.

“Jesse!  They’ve got him, Max.  Just like when they had you!  They’re asking him questions in the white room!  He wasn’t pushing me away because he hates me!  He knew they were following him…he was trying to protect me!”  Max staggered as Isabelle collapsed against him, her sobs coming back again full force.  “You – you have to – help me, help him, Max.  We have to save him.”

Max raised his hand to her head and hugged her close.  Liz’s face was horrified.  Maria’s hands were covering her mouth, and tears ran unchecked down her face.  Michael looked ready to punch the nearest handy target, and Kyle expression was lost and in pain as he watched Max’s sister sob.  Serena was looking around the room at all of them with bright, interested eyes, obviously soaking everything in.  Max sighed and closed his eyes.  Would it never end?  “We will, Iz.  We’ll save him.  I promise.”

You think you’ve made the best plans.  You finally feel like you might be making headway in your life.  That’s the first sign of danger.  That’s always when the little things rise up.  That’s when they balloon into problems of monstrous proportions.


Most days, I have hope and optimism.  But it’s on the days when the small things take over and begin to drown me that I always feel we’ll never have a chance at all.

Chapter 3 – Daggers of Ice


Poor Isabelle.  I can actually understand her pain.  It’s the same thing I felt when Max was in the white room.  Even her guilt over putting him in this situation.  I also know that trying to comfort her only makes the pain worse right now.  I know she has to be doing something, anything, to make this wrong right.  I understand her completely in this moment.


But other fears, fears of my own, are intruding now too.  I can’t help but worry about my parents.  Are they all right?  Did they get my journal?  Did they burn it after reading it, as I requested?  It seemed like such a good idea at the time, and now I’m dying a thousand deaths, imagining all the ways my actions have put them, and other innocents, in danger.


Everybody’s taking this hard.  We’d started to feel like we might be able to create normal lives for ourselves.  This is a hard blow to take.  Add the worry about other family members and suspicions of Serena, and you have a recipe for frustration.  I feel like these tensions are forcing the group to move and shift.  I only hope it forces us together, rather than apart.  It usually has in the past.  I just have to trust in my friends…and in Max.  Always in Max.

Serena watched everyone around her with bright, curious eyes.  These kids appeared younger than her, despite the fact that Isabelle was already married.  Yet they carried themselves with the same determination she’d seen in her father, and, to a lesser extent, Serena herself.  Serena remembered her father’s suspicion that aliens could make themselves appear to be other people.  Maybe they were older than they looked.  And their powers!  Whether those powers were some unknown technology or innate abilities, they were shocking.  Isabelle, Max’s sister, was leaning forward, her head between the driver and front passenger seats.  She was urging Max to drive faster.


“We have to hurry!  You know what they did to you, Max!  We can’t-“ she choked for a second, her hands clenching the seat tightly as she fought for control.  Liz, the brunette, turned in her seat in an attempt to comfort the distraught woman.  Isabelle shrugged her off with toss of her head.  “He can’t defend himself!  He doesn’t know anything, not really, but they won’t believe him!  Just like they didn’t believe you, Max!”


“Iz,” Max tried to sound calm, but Serena could sense the tension in his voice.  She settled back in her place in the rear seat.  Her seat in the rear right corner of the van allowed her a reasonable view of him.  He seemed to be the leader of this band of teenagers.  Had he really been taken by the FBI at one point?  Could they really all be aliens?  “Iz, we can’t go any faster.  I’m breaking the speed limit by 10 miles as it is!   Any faster, and we’re sure to get pulled over.  You know we can’t afford that!  It’s dangerous enough we’re taking major highways back to Roswell!  I have no idea how we’re going to get to the base…”  Serena saw his face tighten with worry, then Liz reached over and touched his hand, and the wrinkles smoothed on his face.  Those two…  Serena shook her head.  She was jealous of their ability to be so close to each other.


Isabelle leaned back in the seat with a frustrated sigh at her brother’s explanation.  Kyle leaned over and tried to put his hand around her shoulder.  “I’m sorry, Isa-“


She forcibly removed his hand.  “Stop it, Kyle.  I don’t need any Buddha crap right now!  We’ve got reality to deal with here!”  She scooted over in the seat until she sat at the edge near the door, folded her arms, and scowled at the back of the seat in front of her.  Kyle sat back, a hurt and angry look on his face.  Serena considered him.  What was he doing here?  For that matter, Maria seemed pretty normal too.  Serena couldn’t be sure, but they seemed to be completely human.  These others might be aliens of some sort, but Maria and Kyle didn’t show any evidence of being alien.  Serena turned her head to look at the couple beside her.  Maria’s hand was resting on Michael’s leg, and his arm was wrapped around her shoulders and his head nodded in tandem with the van’s movements.  She could understand why Maria was here, even without powers.  She and Michael were obviously a couple.  But she simply couldn’t fathom Kyle’s reason for being here.


As she was staring at him, she saw him lean forward.  “Hey, Liz, could you turn down the air conditioning?  It’s freezing back here.”


Isabelle growled an angry, “I heard that!”


“No, really, Isabelle, I’m cold.  I didn’t mean—“


“Whatever Kyle.  Shove it.”  Isabelle turned at looked out the passenger side window, effectively ending the abortive conversation.  Kyle sulked silently, turning to look out his window, too.


Serena considered her situation.  Everyone here had been kind enough to her.  Max and Liz seemed to be bending over backward to avoid being threatening in any way.  Serena rubbed her right wrist absently.  Liz had been so apologetic about injuring her, as if being held at gunpoint weren’t enough reason to defend oneself.  Then Max had simply touched her, and the pain had disappeared!  The other stuff she’d seen could be some sort of psychic powers, though she’d never really believed in them.  But the healing…that was something else entirely.


“Are you all right, Serena?” Maria asked.  Serena looked at her.  Maria nodded down at her hand, still massaging her wrist.  “It doesn’t hurt, does it?”  There was real concern in her voice.  These people made little sense to Serena.


She shook her head.  “No, it’s fine.”  She held up her right hand and flexed her fingers.  “Amazingly enough.”  She momentarily considered her options, then decided to take the bull by the horns.  She looked forward at the driver and forced her voice into a casual, light tone.  “So, Max.  How’d you do it?  How’d you heal my wrist?”  She felt Maria tense beside her.  Michael’s head jerked a little as he looked up.  Kyle turned around to look back at her.  Max and Liz continued to look forward, as if the question weren’t dangerous.  Isabelle seemed too far absorbed in her own worries to even notice Serena’s existence.


“I don’t really know the mechanics of it,” Max began, the casual tone in his voice matching her own.


“Maxwell!”


Max’s eyes looked back at Michael through the rearview mirror.  “What?”


“You’re not-you can’t-“ Michael was so horrified he couldn’t pull his thoughts together.


“Michael, we can trust her.  Liz said so.  I – er, in a way, I said so too.”


“Yeah, well that guy didn’t know everything.  Isabelle’s right.  His actions caused Alex’s death.”  Serena’s eyes went to Isabelle as she heard a small gasp and saw a shudder run down Isabelle’s back.  “Things changed.  Maybe Serena has too.”  These tidbits of information and strange references were driving Serena nuts.  There was so much to be understood about these people, and it all seemed just beyond her grasp.  Michael pulled his arm from around Maria’s shoulders and crossed them over his chest.  He looked at her, his brows drawn down in distrust.  “We don’t know who she really is, or anything about her, except Liz says we can trust her.”


A touch of anger entered Max’s voice.  “You’re not saying you don’t believe Liz, are you, Michael?  Because I know she’s telling the truth!  It happened like she said it did!”


Michael held his ground.  “I believe her too.  That’s not the point.  We don’t know if this Serena is the same as the one she was told about.”  Serena felt hopelessly confused.  What were they talking about?!?


Max opened his mouth to answer Michael, but Liz again reached out and laid a hand on his arm as she turned to face the rest of the van.  “That’s a fair question.  We’ve already taken Serena in and shown her too much, though.  Michael, we have to trust her…or…”  She swallowed.  “The alternative is too hard.  I don’t think any of us could just kill her.”


Michael’s face was closed.  “I’ve killed before.  I could do it.”  Serena looked at him in horror.


“Michael…” Maria whispered, then leaned over and wrapped her arms around him, hugging him as tight as she could.


Liz’s eyes looked sad.  “No, Michael.  We all know better.”  A small smile crossed her face.  “You may think you’re a cold-hearted bastard, but we all know you better than that.  You couldn’t do it either.”  Michael blushed, his eyes widened fractionally in surprise.  Serena saw Maria open her eyes and look over at Liz.  She mouthed a silent “Thank you.”  Liz turned back around to face the front.  “I think the easiest thing is to exchange stories.  We tell a little about ourselves, then Serena tells us about herself.  We’ve got a long ride ahead of us.  Let’s put the time to good use.”  Michael was too shocked by Liz’s belief in him to voice a protest, and everyone else seemed relieved by Liz’s idea, except Isabelle, who was ignoring the world around her.


Serena considered her options, few as they were.  She could try to escape.  It might be possible, but their abilities were a huge unknown, and Serena was hesitant to risk it.  She prided herself on her ability to judge people, and this group really did seem to be made up of good people.  Good people could still do some pretty horrible things, but…


Serena’s hands became fists of determination.  Now was not a time to be a coward!  Especially when she was so close to what she and her father had been searching for for so long.  “You’ve already revealed a lot about yourself.  I guess it’s my turn.”  She took a deep breath.  “My name is Serena Dodie.  My father was Alan Dodie.  When I was about ten years old, my grandfather died.  My father found an old box in the attic, full of papers, a couple of odd objects, and a series of journals.”


“Dodie…Dodie…I’ve heard that name before.”  Michael was staring at Serena, his eyes narrowed in concentration.  “Ah!  I’ve got it!  Rich Dodie!  Was your grandfather’s name Richard?”


Serena gasped.  “How did you-“


Michael snapped his fingers.  “That’s it!”  The sullen tone was gone from his voice.  His eyes were bright and excited.  “You guys remember that old guy I had to do that history project on?  Hal Carver?”


“You knew Hal?  He’s mentioned in the first journal!  He was a friend of Grandpa’s from the war!”


“Yeah.”  Michael looked around.  “You guys remember that?”


“You were the only one that heard the story, Michael.  All you really told us was that he’d been in Roswell for the crash and he knew there were eight pods, not just four.”  Max said matter-of-factly.  Liz was smiling at back at Michael, happy with his sudden change of attitude.


“Pods?”  Serena was confused.


“Didn’t your grandpa mention them?” Kyle asked.  Everyone seemed involved in the conversation now except for Isabelle.


Serena shook her head.  “No.  Grandpa mentioned the crash site, and some very odd items…and aliens.  Nothing about pods, though.”  She screwed up her face in concentration.  “There was one mysterious item that Grandpa said he never saw.  It was stolen soon after the crash, and he said all the intel guys were really upset about the loss.  Maybe that was these pods?”  She shrugged.


“Go on with the rest of your story,” Maria urged.  “We can talk about the pods later.  How’d you come to be running from the FBI?”


Serena cleared her throat and continued.  “Dad read through Grandpa’s journals, and believed everything in them.  He began to search for some of the others mentioned in the journals…others who’d witnessed things.  He tried to find proof of his father’s claims.  I was only 10 when he found the journals, but I remember how he changed.  He became obsessed; he never had time for Mom and me anymore.”  Serena took a deep breath.  “Then, when I was 11, he started to get…well, Mom thought he was paranoid.  In retrospect, he was just being smart.  He began to add security to our house.  He moved the family money around a lot.  He watched everything so carefully.  He began to insist that he drive me to school, and took different routes all the time.  We didn’t know this at the time, but he’d come to the attention of the FBI.”


“The Special Unit?”  Max’s voice sounded almost cold.


Serena looked at him.  His jaw was clenched, and his hands seemed to grip the steering wheel with unnecessary force.  “How do you-?”


“We’ve run into them ourselves,” Liz said softly, reaching out and snagging Max’s right hand.  His fingers wrapped around hers and he seemed to relax.  “Could you continue, Serena?”


“Yes.  Well, the Special Unit was watching us.  They were calling Dad at night and frightening him, following him around everywhere, making life difficult at work.  Finally he lost his job.”  Serena’s fists tightened again as she remembered all the wrongs committed against her father.  “He must have been getting close to something, because the harassment suddenly picked up.  Dad sold the house and everything we had and took us into hiding.  We lived on the run for two years.  Mom couldn’t decide if Dad was really on to something, or insane.  Finally, she couldn’t take the uncertainty any longer.  She took me with her, and went to the Special Unit.”  Serena bit her lip for a second to hold back suddenly threatening tears.  “I understand why she did what she did.  I’m sure she thought she was doing what was best for me.  But I couldn’t forgive her for trying to betray my father like that.”


“Trying?” Kyle asked.  “Your father wasn’t taken, then?”


Serena shook her head.  “No.  As soon as he realized Mom had run off with me, he knew what she’d have to do to get her old life back.  He escaped in time.”  Serena sighed.  “I was 13, and missed my Dad.  Mom tried to give us a normal life again, but I was so angry at Mom for betraying him.  I tried to track him down myself.  I knew some of his contacts, and was able to get enough information to guess where he might be.  I stole every last bit of cash I could from the house and went after him.”  She smiled.  “I did find him.  I got lucky, and guessed right.  I shudder now to think what a big risk I was running.”  She shrugged.  “At fourteen, everybody thinks they’re so special, that the world will force itself to work the way you wish it to.  I was fortunate to find Dad before some nutcase found me.  I ran with him ever since.”


“Where’s your father now?”


Serena’s eyes swam with tears at Liz’s question.  “The Special Unit.  They got a new head agent a few years ago-“


“Agent Pierce.”


“You know him?” Serena asked Max.


“Yes.”  He glanced over his shoulder at her.  “You heard I was taken by the FBI.  I met him then.”


“Yeah, when he took charge, he really ratcheted up the pressure.  He caught us three years ago.  Dad…Dad sacrificed himself to give me a chance to get out.  I’m pretty sure Agent Pierce killed him.  Agent Pierce is gone, now.  The Special Unit seemed to drop off the face of the Earth over two years ago.  But it’s recently become active again.”


“Yeah, we know.”  Serena opened her mouth to ask what exactly they knew, since they all seemed to know a lot about the Special Unit, but then Michael continued.  “Do you have your grandfather’s journals, still?  Were they in that suitcase you brought along?”


“Yeah, I do.”  Serena looked at him.  “Do you guys have a computer?”


“No, why?”


“The books were too bulky to carry around everywhere.  I scanned everything into a computer and saved it on CD.”  She shrugged.  “It was so much easier to carry around.”


Maria sighed.  “Well, that’s it, then, until we can-er-save enough money to buy a laptop.”


“Is there anything else on those CDs?” Isabelle suddenly broke her self-imposed silence.  


“Er, yes.  Most of our notes over the years.  Contacts we’ve made, what we know about aliens now, any information about the Special Unit, digital photos of –“


“Give me the CDs.”


“What?  Why?  Michael said you don’t have a computer.  What good—“


“I SAID GIVE THEM TO ME!”


“Iz!”  Max’s voice suddenly had the bark of a command.  “You—“


“Don’t start with me, Max.  I’m not in the mood.”  Isabelle’s face was growing red with anger.  She turned her angry eyes on Serena again.  “Give them to me.”  Serena swallowed uncomfortably at the look in her eyes and nodded, then turned and reached over the back of the rear seat.  Her suitcase was there.  She pulled it up over the back and set it on her lap.  She unlocked the combination locks and opened it.  She pulled the lining out to reveal CD’s lining the top of the suitcase.


“Oh!  That’s a cool idea!” Maria’s eyes were wide with appreciation.


Serena shrugged.  “Just a simple precaution.  It wouldn’t fool a determined search, but CDs are thin enough that people wouldn’t necessarily know there’s a false top.  Or bottom.”  She looked over the top of the suitcase at Isabelle.  “Which CD do you want?”


“Anything with information on Special Unit…your most recent information, that is.”


Serena suddenly understood.  “Oh!  You’re thinking about your husband!”  She pulled one of the CDs out of the suitcase and held it out for Isabelle to take.


Isabelle snatched it out of her hands.  “Of course I am!  What did you think I was thinking?”  She held the CD by its outer edges, close to her forehead, and closed her eyes.  “I’ve never done this before, but maybe..”


“Iz!  Audio CDs are totally different from data!  Can you really read data that way?  Besides, how will you show it, even if you do find it?”  Serena was confused again.  What was Max talking about?  Was Isabelle…was Isabelle trying to read the CD without a computer?  She swallowed.  This had to be a dream.  These people couldn’t really exist, could they?


“I don’t know, Max, but if I don’t try, we’ll never know.  How hard can it really be, anyway?”  The CD in her hand was starting to flash and glow.


“Um…Isabelle?”  Serena cursed mentally at the tremor in her voice.  She was determined not to show fear in their presence, but it was so difficult with all the weird shit that was happening.  “I-I’m afraid that you probably won’t be able to read it like that.  I’ve compressed and encoded all the data on those CDs.”  She cleared her throat.  “I don’t really know what you guys are capable of, but I don’t think many—er—people could decode those files on the fly.


Isabelle ignored her for a few seconds as the light that hovered over the CD flashed wildly.  Serena almost thought she could see numbers and patterns emerging from the light, but then Isabelle dropped the CD with a sigh, and the light blinked out.  “You’re right.  I couldn’t make a bit of sense out of it.”  She handed the CD back.  “We’ll have to find a computer place as soon as possible.  Max, maybe when we hit Phoenix?”


Max nodded.  “Yeah.  You’ll have to get the cash ready for that, though.”


Isabelle nodded and turned back to Michael.  A little life had entered her face again.  “Michael, can you lend me a hundred dollar bill?”


“Sure.  Here.”


“Thanks.  Got any ones?”  Michael handed her a bunch of them as well.  She turned back to face the front.  Serena couldn’t see clearly what was happening, but she saw some more flashes of light from Isabelle.  Then Isabelle turned around and handed a hundred dollar bill back to Michael.  “Thanks.”  Isabelle smiled and held up 14 new hundreds.  “Think this’ll be enough for a good laptop, Serena?”


Serena could only gape at her.  What the hell had she gotten herself into?!?

◦○◊○◦

“But I’m not tired.  We can keep going.  I’ll drive!”


Max stifled an annoyed sigh.  Isabelle had good reason to be so difficult, but his patience was wearing thin.  He held on to his temper.  “If we arrive there totally exhausted we won’t be able to accomplish anything, Isabelle.  And I’m sorry, but I don’t trust you to drive at safe speeds on the highway.”


“Max!  We—“


“No, Isabelle.  We can’t.  Besides, I’d like you to dreamwalk Jesse again.  Are you sure they’re at Eagle Rock again?  I don’t think it’s safe to just assume Jesse’s where I was.”


“Well, how am I supposed to-“


“You know how you took Liz with you when you dreamwalked me, that time Tess and I went to New York?  I’d like you to let me go with you.”  Max shrugged.  “I hope I can confirm if he’s in the same place or not.  I feel like we’re walking in to this blind.  I don’t like that one bit.”


“But—“


“Oh, look!”  Liz broke in just before Max was about to lose it.  “There’s a sign for a motel.  Let’s get a few rooms there.  It’s already after eleven.  We can start driving again early tomorrow.”  Liz turned around.  Max couldn’t believe how brave she was, taking Isabelle’s angry glare full force like that.  “We all want to save Jesse, Isabelle.  But Max is right.  It’ll take another day of driving at least.  I can see driving through the tomorrow night, but not tonight.  We can’t get any real sleep in this van, crowded as it is.”  Isabelle opened her mouth to protest.  Max steeled himself for another verbal assault.  Liz reached out and grabbed one of Isabelle’s hands.  “I promise, Isabelle.  We will not leave him behind.”  Isabelle’s lower lip began to tremble, and tears started to trickle down her cheeks.  She yanked her hand out of Liz’s grip and covered her face with her hands.  She began to cry deep, tearing sobs, and it was all Max could do not to stop the van in the middle of the road to try to comfort his sister.  He saw movement in the rearview mirror.  Kyle was sliding over in the seat to hug Isabelle.  She wrenched herself out of his grasp, but Kyle wrapped his arms around her again.


“I’m sorry, Isabelle.  We’re all sorry.  Jesse’s a great guy.  A strong guy.  They won’t want to hurt him, they want information.  He’ll be okay.  We’ll get there.”  Kyle kept murmuring comforting things, and Isabelle finally collapsed against him and cried out her frustrations and fears.  

Max paid attention to the road again, and suddenly realized he didn’t know where he was going.  “Liz, do you remember how the sign said to get to that motel?  Is it this exit?”

Liz peered forward.  “I don’t remember.  I can’t recall if it was exit 104, or exit 107.  Hey!” Liz raised her voice.  “Does anyone remember the exit for the motel?”

“No.”

“Nope!”

“Uh-uh.”

“It’s south of here.”

“South, you said, Kyle?” Max asked.  “Which exit?”

“I-I dunno, but it’s south.  Right now!  I think it’s this exit!”  

Max jerked the steering wheel over and exited, waving apologetically at the honking cars behind him.  “South, right?  So that’s…er…right, right?”

“No, it’s left.”  Kyle’s voice was a little shaky.  “Those clover-leaf exits always turn me around too.  Are you sure you guys aren’t cold?  I’m freezing!”

“Are you kidding?”  Michael’s tired voice asked from the back.  “It was above a hundred degrees today!  I only wish I were cold right now!”

“There it is, Max, right up ahead!” Max heard the relief in Liz’s voice as she pointed up the road.  “We can all get some rest!  I know I’m looking forward to it!”

As Max pulled in to the motel parking lot, Isabelle hiccupped a few times and began to struggle in Kyle’s embrace.  He backed off and she began to wipe at her eyes with shaking fingers.  Max opened the driver’s side door.  “Liz and I will get three rooms.  You guys get the stuff we need for tonight and meet us in the lobby, okay?”  He walked with Liz into the lobby.  They quickly got three rooms, and were just being handed the keys as everyone else trooped in.  Max walked up to Michael and grabbed Liz’s suitcase and his bag.  “Thanks, Michael.  Everyone, let’s drop our stuff in our respective rooms and then meet in my room before we turn in.”

Isabelle was the first to enter.  She flounced into the room and sat down heavily on the bed.  “You guys, I’m sorry I’ve been so horrible.  Just because my life has been an absolute hell since graduation, doesn’t mean I have an excuse to rip everybody’s head off.”

She sounded so exhausted.  “Iz, everybody understands.  It’s alright.”

“Yeah, well…good.”  She sighed.  “I hope everyone doesn’t take too long.  I want to get this dreamwalk over with!”  She wrapped her arms around herself in a hug.  “I’m not looking forward to this!”  Just then, Michael and Kyle stepped into the room.

“No, I’m serious!  That water is ice cold!  I’m surprised I didn’t freeze my lips off!”

“So?”  Michael didn’t sound concerned.  “Isn’t cold water better than lukewarm?  That’s one thing I always hated in the trailer.   The damned water was never cold enough.  You always had to add ice when you wanted a drink.”  Michael scanned the room.  “Maria and Serena aren’t here?  You left them alone together, Isabelle?”

Isabelle looked up at him.  “What?”

“You left Maria alone with that Serena chick?  Who knows what she’ll do?  I can’t believe it!  Maria’s the one who is least able to protect herself.  You can’t just leave her alone like that!”

“She’ll be fine, Michael.  If Serena were going to try anything—“

“She’d try it now!  I can’t believe—“

The door opened.  Maria entered first, with Serena in tow.  “Can’t believe what, Michael?

Michael looked away.  “Nothing.”

“That’s what I love about you,” Maria walked up to him, a sly tone in her voice.  She reached up and patted him on the cheek.  “Your open and sharing nature.”  Michael opened his mouth for a retort, but she turned away with a teasing smile and faced everyone else.  “Let’s get started!  I, for one, am eager to hit the sack!”

Isabelle nodded with a serious expression on her face and took a picture of Jesse out of her pocket.  She lay down on the bed, resting one hand on the picture, and reaching toward Max with the other.  “Hold my hand, Max.  I’ll try to bring you with me.  This may not be pleasant.”

Max saw Isabelle close her eyes as he grasped ahold of her hand, and he did the same.  Suddenly, the darkness behind his lids was suffused with a grey mist.  He could still feel Isabelle’s hand grasping his own.  He looked over, but couldn’t see her.  In fact, he couldn’t see anything, not even his own body.  Just the swirling mist.  Then he heard his sister’s voice, calling out.

“Jesse!  Jesse!  Oh Jesse, where are you?  Can you hear me, honey?  Please, Jesse!”  The mist thinned a bit, and Max could suddenly see himself, his sister beside him, and the silhouette of someone else in the mist.  He pulled Isabelle toward the dark, indistinct figure.  He’d only taken a few steps when the mist cleared some more.  The figure resolved itself in to some colors, but the features were still blurry.  Then Max noticed a table off on his left.  Max swallowed.  Someone was strapped to the table.  Flashes of his own imprisonment whirled through his head, but he shoved them aside and pulled Isabelle toward the table.

“Jesse!”  Max and Isabelle stopped at the side of the table.  There were figures, too misty to recognize, moving about the table, but the only thing they could clearly see was the table itself, and the figure of Isabelle’s husband, strapped down to it.  He rolled his head from side to side, mumbling something.

Isabelle screamed.  “Jesse!  Oh, honey, what are they doing to you?!?”  She leaned over and hugged him.  Jesse shook his head and blinked.  His arms strained against the straps, but remained restrained.

“Isa…Isabelle?  What are you…?  No!  NO!  You’re not here!  They don’t have you!”

“Shh, shh, honey, it’s okay.  I’m not in the room with you.  This is a little like a dream.  Remember, honey?  Remember, I can enter people’s minds?  I’m safe, Jesse.  I’m okay.”

Jesse’s eyes began to close again.  “That’s good.  I’m so tired…”

“Jesse!” Max put as much force behind his words as he could.  “Jesse, don’t give up!  We’re coming for you!  Don’t worry!”

“Max?  You’re here too?”

“Yes.  Jesse, we need your help!”

Jesse’s eyes were still closed.  He swallowed, then began to speak again.  His voice was stronger.  “What do you need?”

Max grabbed his hand.  “I need you to open your eyes, and give me every detail of the room and the people you can determine.  I need you to remember what this place looked like.  We need to know if you’re being held in the same place I was held and interrogated.”

Jesse’s eyes popped open.  “You were…?”

Max squeezed his hand.  “I know how hard this is.  We’re coming for you as fast as we can.  Please, Jesse, help us help you.”

Max looked around.  Three of the figures became clear.  Max gave them each a piercing look, doing his best to engrave their faces in his memory, then took in the room.  It looked the same as he remembered.  He walked up to a wall and placed his hand against it.  It even felt the same.  Everything agreed with his memories of the white room.  He turned back to Jesse.  “That’s great.  Thank you.  Can you remember anything about coming here?  Jesse?”  He walked up to his brother-in-law.  Isabelle raised her head off his chest and placed a hand on Jesse’s cheek.  He was sweating, his eyes clenched tightly shut.  The room around them wavered into mist again, then the scene changed.  A blurry copy of Jesse was struggling as two dark figures dragged him down a dark hall.  Max caught a flash of the floor, and gasped.  The seal!  The same seal was on the floor.  It was one of the few things he really remembered from his own time with the Special Unit.  He turned around, the table was still behind him, and Jesse still lay on it.  The figures from Jesse’s memory faded as Max strode up to him.  “Thank you, Jesse!  Just hold on!  We’re on our way, we’ll be at Eagle Rock as soon as possible!”

“Eagle Rock?” Jesse’s voice sounded weak and tired again.  Helping them must have sapped the last of his strength.  “No…you can’t…”

“Shhhhh, honey.  It’ll be alright.”  Isabelle’s eyes were still leaking tears, but her voice sounded strong and determined.  She kissed him on the cheek.  “We’re coming.”  She turned away from him slowly and grabbed Max’s hand.  The world dissolved around them, shrouding them in darkness.

“Max?  Max?  Open your eyes.”  Isabelle’s voice pierced the black.  Max opened his eyes with surprise and looked around.  They were back in the motel room.  Everyone was crowded around the bed.  Isabelle was sitting up and smiling a little through her tears.

“Could you tell?” Michael asked.  “Is he at Eagle Rock?”

Max nodded.  “I saw that same seal, and the white room appeared to be the same.  The same table and the same—er—tools.”  He rubbed his head.  “Jesse’s still fighting them.  He went in to an absolute panic when he saw Isabelle, he thought she’d been taken too.  We’re just out of Phoenix.  I can’t believe how long it took us to get out of L.A.  We’ve probably got another 12 hours of driving ahead of us.  We’ll get up early to grab breakfast, buy that computer on our way out of town.  That way we’ll get to Eagle Rock tonight.”  He looked around.  “Alright?”  Everyone nodded.  “Great.  Let’s get to bed.  We’re going to have a very long day tomorrow.”  He stretched.  He was so stiff from all that time in the van.  He wasn’t looking forward to an even longer drive tomorrow.  Everyone began to make their way back to their rooms.  Max reached out and touched Isabelle’s arm as she started to get off the bed.  “Iz,  wait a minute, okay?”  She nodded.  When everyone except Liz had filed out, he spoke again.  “Use your powers to secure your room tonight, okay?  We all need our sleep, so we can’t really afford to keep watch, but we can’t let Serena run off.”  He saw Liz open her mouth.  “No, Liz.  I’m inclined to trust her, but we can’t be sure.  This is Jesse’s life we’re talking about.  All I want is to make sure she can’t run off and tell anyone about us.”  He snapped his fingers as another thought occurred to him.  “Do something to the phone too, okay?”  Isabelle’s expression was determined.  She nodded.  

“Yeah.  I can secure the door and the windows.  I suppose she could break the windows to escape, but other than that she’ll be unable to get out without my knowledge.”  She cocked her head for a second.  “I can do something about the phones too, I’m sure.  Worse comes to worse, I’ll just fry the wiring.”  She squeezed Max’s hand.  “Thanks, Max, for coming with me.  I don’t think I could have done it without you.”

Max nodded.  “We’ll get him out, Isabelle.  Whatever it takes.”

She rewarded him with a smile.  It was hard to see his sister hurting this much.  He watched her get up and leave the room, closing the door gently behind her.  Two warm hands came up and began rubbing his shoulders.  He raised his head and smiled up at Liz, who was standing behind him.  He winced a little.  Liz wasn’t that good at giving massages.  He reached up and pulled her hands down off his shoulders, bringing her face down next to his.  He turned his head and gave her a kiss.


She smiled softly.  “Are you okay, Max?  Visiting the white room had to be difficult for you.”


“Yeah, I’m fine.  All I can think of is how to get Jesse out of there.”  His grip tightened unconsciously around Liz’s wrists.  “We have to help him, Liz!”


She kissed his cheek.  “We will, Max.  We will.”
◦○◊○◦

Something was shaking him.  Kyle groaned and swatted ineffectually at the disturbance.  He was so tired.  The last thing he wanted to do was wake up.


“Hey, Kyle, it’s after 8.  You’ve gotta get moving.”  Kyle’s muddled brain was just barely able to associate the sound with Michael’s voice.  He muttered something under his breath and burrowed deeper under the covers.  The shaking stopped.  “Whatever,” Michael said, sounding vaguely annoyed.  “It’s your ass when Isabelle comes in here to kill you for being late.”


Kyle opened his eyes a little.  Everything looked blurry.  The sunlight streaming in the window confirmed Michael’s assessment of the situation, though.  If he didn’t get up and ready soon, Isabelle would come in here and drag him bodily out to the van.  Or worse, she might just insist they leave him behind.  Kyle reluctantly pulled back the covers and rolled toward the edge of the bed.  His eyes were gummy and heavy.  He rubbed them as he stumbled into the bathroom.  Kyle was still cold, but the chills felt more like a fever to him than anything else.  He groaned to himself.  Just what he needed.  He took a hot shower, brushed his teeth, and changed his clothes, his pace getting slower and slower as he imagined the misery of being stuck in the van for over 12 hours while sick, then trying to play superhero and rescuing Jesse at the end of that hellish ride.  When he finally emerged from the bathroom, Michael had already cleared all of his stuff out and left.  Kyle hastily packed his stuff and took the second key off the dresser.


“About time!” Isabelle was standing in front of the door, her hand raised in preparation for a knock.  “What took you so long?”


Kyle covered a yawn his free hand.  “Sorry.”  He waved the key he was holding, and gestured toward his backpack.  “I’m ready now.”


Isabelle dragged him toward the lobby.  “Good.  Hurry up and check out.  We’re going to grab a large breakfast, buy the laptop and get out of here.”  


Isabelle hovered over him as Kyle checked out of the room, then escorted him to the van and practically shoved him inside.  Michael turned to smirk at him from the front passenger seat, but Kyle ignored him.  He picked the middle seat, ending up next to Serena.  Isabelle squeezed past to sit in the back next to Max.  Kyle turned to hand his bag back to Max to be placed behind the seats, but he accidentally whacked Serena in the head with it.  “Oh!  Sorry, Serena.”  Kyle felt bad.  He knew how shocked and lost she must feel, having taken up with the Pod Squad.  His own unwilling induction into their little fraternity had been unpleasant, and he hadn’t been kidnapped across states in the process.  “I’m really sorry.”  She rubbed her forehead, an angry frown on her face.


“Are you okay, Serena?” Max asked from the back.  Serena’s shoulders and back stiffened at the sound of his voice.  “I can—“


“NO!” Serena yelled, jerking away from Max’s proffered hand.  “I’m-I’m fine.”


“I wasn’t going to hurt you,” Max said, sounding hurt.  Kyle looked at him and shook his head.  Max didn’t seem to understand how freaky his abilities were.  Liz had accepted him and his powers whole-heartedly, so once Max had given his trust to someone, he had a hard time understanding why they wouldn’t trust him in return.  Max took Kyle’s bag instead of healing Serena, and Kyle looked over at the angry woman.


“Are you sure you’re okay?  I hit you pretty hard, there.  I’m sorry, that was unbelievably clumsy of me.”  Kyle put as much apology in his voice as he could.


She summoned a small smile for him and seemed to settle down.  “No, I’m fine, really.  Don’t worry about it.”


“Okay, where do we go for breakfast?” Maria asked from the driver’s seat.


“The guy at the front desk had a suggestion,” Michael said lazily, and began to offer Maria directions.  Kyle closed his eyes and withdrew into himself.  He still felt pretty crappy.  Maybe breakfast would perk him up.  As the van began to move, he felt himself slowly begin to drift off again.  A soft touch on his shoulder suddenly woke him, and he realized the van was no longer moving.


“Huh?  Wha--?”  Kyle looked around, confused.


“We’re at the restaurant,” Serena said softly beside him.  He looked around.  Everyone else was already out of the van.  Serena was smiling at him.  “You were snoring.”


Kyle blushed.  “Oh.  Sorry.”  He seemed to be doing nothing except apologizing this morning!  “How’s your head?  I’m really sorry about that,” he apologized again.


Serena laughed and gave him a friendly shove.  “Kyle, it’s all right.  Stop worrying about it.”  Her expression suddenly became more serious.  “I’m glad you’re around, Kyle.  I think I’d go nuts with only the others.”


Kyle was confused by the sudden change of subject.  “What do you mean?”


Serena looked down, her eyes shadowed.  “Isabelle did something to the doors of the room last night.  I couldn’t open the door!”  Her fists were clenched.  “I had to ask for permission to leave the room!  Can you believe it!?!”


Kyle was worried at the anger in her voice.  “Serena…I know it’s upsetting, but you have to see it from their point of view.  They opened themselves up to a lot of risk in revealing themselves to you.  Max is inclined to trust you.  Look at how his first thought was to heal you this morning!  But they can’t really run the risk of putting Isabelle’s husband in danger.”


“Why’d they have to interfere in my life, anyway?  Why couldn’t they have just left me alone?”


He understood where Serena was coming from, but he was put off by her ungrateful attitude.  “Because Liz saw you being killed, Serena, and she couldn’t allow that to happen.”  Kyle hoped his voice wasn’t as cold as his body as another chill ran down his spine.  Serena had the grace to look abashed.  Kyle tried to soften his tone.  “Liz doesn’t just make this stuff up.  She saved our lives a little over a week ago at graduation.  She saved you from being killed.  None of this is easy.”  Kyle chuckled a little as he thought back to his own discovery of the true nature of Max Evans.  “It wasn’t any easier when I found out what was going on.  But you couldn’t ask for better friends.”  Kyle began to slide toward the open van door.  “Well, I don’t know about you, but I’m hungry.  Why don’t we go join the others?”  Serena  nodded and followed him into the restaurant.  


It had great food.  Kyle was pleased to see Serena attempt to join in the conversation at the table.  He was too busy wolfing down his eggs and pancakes to talk himself.  “Eat all you want, you guys.  We’re not gonna stop for more than bathroom breaks and fast food from here on out,” Max warned.  He was speaking in a low voice.  The restaurant was full of customers, but it was so noisy that Max evidently felt some cautious conversation would be safe.  “We’re going to Eagle Rock Military base.  Isabelle, Tess and Michael got me out before, so I know we can do this.  We’re all stronger now than we were.”  A confused look crossed Serena’s face at the mention of Tess, and she opened her mouth to ask something.  Kyle surreptitiously kicked her under the table before she could say anything.  She looked at him quickly, and he slowly shook his head, still chewing on his sausage.  Serena looked at him for a second, then slowly nodded and sat back to listen again.  “We’ll have to depend a lot on each other, and we’ll have to play it by ear.  I assume their procedures have changed since the Special Unit was reformed.”  He looked down.  “We have some new advantages, though.  Serena can go through her files for any information on agents or the location for us.  And the Unit’s knowledge of our abilities isn’t that good anymore, since Nasedo destroyed most of their records two years ago.”  Max looked over at Isabelle, who was staring fixedly at the table in front of her.  He reached out and touched her hand.  “We’ll rescue Jesse, and figure out our course from there.”  Isabelle looked up at him with an unreadable expression for a moment, then jerked and went back to eating her waffles.


The rest of the breakfast was eaten in tense silence, as everyone mulled over their own thoughts.  Kyle looked with some slight regret at his plate when he finished.  He was still hungry.  He rubbed his stomach.  What was wrong with him lately?  Everyone finished soon after him, and they filed back to the van.  Kyle reached out to open the side door of the van, but yanked his hand away from the door handle with a muttered oath.  It was cold!  He blew on his fingers to warm them.  Liz peeked around him.  “What’s wrong, Kyle?”  She reached out for the van door and jerked her hand back with a cry.  A light metallic ringing sounded on the asphalt parking lot, and the whole group stared in surprise.  The handle had broken off the door.  Liz shook her hand a couple times and held it in shock.  “That hurt!  It was so cold!  I can’t believe the handle came off!”


“What are we going to do?” Serena asked.  She looked up at Kyle, who was still unconsciously hugging his hand, which was now back to a normal temperature.  “Was the handle cold when you touched it too?”  Kyle nodded wordlessly, a horrible thought running non-stop through his head, as much as he tried to ignore it.  


Isabelle knelt and retrieved the handle from the ground.  “Guys, huddle around me, okay?”


Serena began to splutter as everyone else crowded around Isabelle.  “You’re not…you won’t…not in public!”  She sounded absolutely horrified.  Kyle reached out and touched her arm.


“Don’t make a scene, Serena, please?  The last thing we need while she does this is more attention.”


Isabelle’s voice was determined.  “We don’t have time to fool around with this sort of thing, Serena.  Jesse needs us.”  A light shone under her hands as she held the handle up to the door.  Kyle could see the break.  It looked as if the handle had just snapped like a twig.  Before his eyes he saw the metal stubs on the door begin to melt into the broken edge of the handle.  He heard Serena gasp beside him as she watched it too.  Within seconds the handle looked better than new.  Isabelle withdrew her hand with a sigh.  “That’s probably the strongest part of the van, now.”  She reached out and pulled open the door.  “Pile in, everyone.  We have to get going.”


As they pulled out of the parking lot Serena huddled close to Kyle, as if convinced he was the only one here who could keep her safe.  Kyle paid her scant mind, however, as he held his hands before him, staring at them with a sort of sick excitement.  He couldn’t be completely sure, but he was convinced nonetheless.  His powers had begun to show themselves.

◦○◊○◦

Liz reached forward and shook Kyle’s shoulder.  He started and looked around.  She smiled as his eyes centered on her.  “We’re not too far from Eagle Rock.”  She looked over at Serena, who was still asleep, her head resting on Kyle’s shoulder and felt a twinge of regret.  Serena had shown a distressing antipathy to all of them except Kyle.  Michael and Isabelle had been right.  She wasn’t the same person the Max from the future had described to her.  But Liz kept her hope alive.  This all had to be frightening for Serena, and the only aliens she knew about were the real aliens, the full-blooded aliens like Nasedo.  She probably had a very negative view of all of them from that stigma.  Liz resolved to give Serena more time, and convince Serena, though her actions, that she wasn’t a threat to her.  “Could you wake her up?” Liz asked quietly.  “We’ll probably ask you two and Maria to remain in the van and be ready to pick us all up when we come out.”  Kyle nodded and shifted in his seat as he began to wake Serena up.  Liz leaned back and suppressed a shudder of fear.  She could feel the base looming closer.  Isabelle was excited and focused, and Max was tense.  Michael seemed to be almost relaxed up front.


Max suddenly brought his arm up around her shoulders.  She looked up at him and smiled.  His hand squeezed her far shoulder, confirming her suspicion that her fear was visible to him.  “Don’t worry Liz.  I’ll be right there with you.”


She leaned against him.  “That’s not what I’m worried about.  I’m worried I won’t be able to hold up my end of the deal and help you out.”  She wrapped her arms around his chest, hugged him close and closed her eyes.  As long as she remained like this, she felt safe and perfectly happy.  She put all thought of the future out of her mind, and hoped against hope that no visions would intrude on her momentary happiness.  


Liz felt Max tense, and looked up.  The van was slowing down.  Liz could practically feel the excited energy coming off Isabelle as the van pulled to a silent stop, its lights off.  Michael turned around in the driver’s seat.  “Kyle,” he said softly, “Come up here when we leave.  Keep an eye out for any fireworks.  We may need you to pick us up quickly if things go bad in here.”  Maria reached out from the passenger seat and grabbed Michael’s hand.  He gave her a kiss on the lips and ran his hand down her cheek, then turned without a word and jumped out of the van.  Isabelle opened the van door and scrambled out.  Liz gave Max a little shove and then followed him out.  Liz spared a random thought of thanks for the moonless night as they picked their way up to the base’s perimeter.  Tense and worried about her place in the group, Liz tried to keep track of everything, scanning the horizon for any sign of movement.  Her head jerked as she heard a small sound in front of her.  Michael was standing with his hands against a chain link fence.  “I don’t sense anything monitoring us.  How about you guys?”  Max cocked his head and Isabelle turned slowly around.  After a few seconds, they both shook their heads.


“Nothing.”


“All clear.”


Michael shrugged.  “Well, alright.  Let’s go, I guess.”  The fence rattled as he began to climb it.


“Michael!” Isabelle whispered loudly, “Why don’t we just—“ she held her hand against the fence and it began to glow a little.  Max grabbed her wrist.


“There’s no reason to use our powers here.  I’d like to leave as little sign of our passing as possible.  Besides, let’s save our strength for when we really need it.”


Isabelle looked ready to protest for a second, but after a second she nodded and began to pull herself over the fence.  Max gave Liz a boost up, then scrambled over himself.  “Thanks,” Liz whispered to her husband.  He shot her a fleeting smile and nod before they began jogging along the perimeter of the old base.


“There,” Isabelle whispered.  “That’s where we all entered when Nasedo brought us here.”  She was pointing at a low building that looked like a garage of some sort.  “There’s a trapdoor in the floor there that leads to the back end of the underground tunnels.”


“Don’t you think they’ve discovered how we entered and blocked off that entrance?” Michael asked, crouching down.


“Not really,” Isabelle argued.  “It was always easy to get into the tunnels.  Getting into the part of them the Special Unit used was difficult, but—“


“Let’s just go in,” Liz urged, half out of a desire to get this over with.  The butterflies in her stomach were becoming more and more violent.  “They didn’t know about Isabelle’s dreamwalking before, there’s no reason to think they do now.  They can’t be expecting us.”


Max nodded.  “Liz is right.  Let’s go now.”  He began running toward the garage entrance.  Liz followed.  When Max reached the garage he pressed himself up against the wall.  Liz did the same, then looked back toward where they’d come from.  Max motioned for Michael and Isabelle to come.  They ran to the other side of the entrance to the garage and waited.  Max inched up to the doorway, spun around on his toes and entered the garage.  Michael followed from his side of the door, then Liz inched in and looked around.  The building was dark inside, and nearly bare.  The trapdoor was immediately obvious on the floor.  Isabelle bumped her from behind, and Liz stumbled forward.


“Sorry.  This looks different.  This building was full of junk last time.”  Isabelle’s voice sounded nervous, then it firmed.  “Let’s go.  Standing here isn’t helping get my husband back.”  She walked quickly over to the trapdoor in the floor and bent over to pull it open.  Her tug didn’t budge it.  “Help me!” she hissed.  Liz ran up, then Max and Michael.  They all tugged and the trapdoor began to rise.  Liz strained to lay it down slowly and avoid any unnecessary noise.   The last thing they needed to do was attract someone’s attention now!  Isabelle jumped down into the dark hole they’d revealed.  Liz bit back a cry.  Michael laid a hand on her arm.


“It’s okay, that’s only a six foot jump.  You follow me, okay?”  He gave her a friendly slap on the back and looked slyly over at Max.  “Max can bring up the rear.”  He jumped down.  Liz swallowed, counted to five, and followed him.  She landed on her feet and quickly stepped forward to leave room for Max.  She heard his feet hit the floor and felt a slight breeze as he landed.  He reached out to her with a hand in the darkness.  She was only able to see him because the open trapdoor was behind him, and the little light that was able to sneak through outlined his silhouette.


“Is that you, Liz?”  Max asked, then gasped as his hand made contact with her.  A vision of young Max watching her in the schoolyard flitted across her thoughts.  She heard a smile enter his voice.  “Yeah, that’s you.”  His grip tightened a bit.  Liz turned her head as a faint light appeared behind her.  Isabelle was holding her hand up, and it glowed, shining light wherever she willed it to.


“C’mon, let’s move.  Jesse’s waited long enough for us,” she shot over her shoulder as she began to move forward.  Michael followed close behind, and Max and Liz jogged to keep up, keeping an eye out for anyone, or any clues to Jesse’s location.  They wandered down a couple of dark corridors, then Michael stopped.


“Wait, Isabelle.”  He looked around a bit, then nodded to himself.  “This is the corridor that led to the morgue, remember?”  Michael turned and walked back the direction they came from.  He stopped at an innocuous door and reached out toward the handle.


“Wait a minute, Michael!” Max said, and walked up, his hand slowly beginning to grow brighter until it gave off light as Isabelle’s did.


“Showoff,” Liz heard Isabelle mutter behind her.  She smiled.  Just the possibility of being able to rescue Jesse made Isabelle’s old strength reassert itself.


“Look at this!” Max was holding his hand close to the door and pointing at the door handle.  “There’s a thick layer of dust here.  I’d say nobody’s been here in at least six months!”  He held out his hand, palm down, and shone light on the floor.  “Here too.  There’re no footprints in this dust but our own.”  Max’s face looked concerned in the reflected light.  “Let’s get moving.  I just hope we didn’t come to the wrong place.”


Isabelle clenched her hands together, her voice suddenly weak and unsure again.  “Don’t even say that, Max.”  She turned and began to run down the hallways.


Max reached out toward her.  “Isabelle!” he hissed in frustration, then ran after her.  Michael cursed under his breath, grabbed Liz by the arm and followed them.  Liz was pulled along, all of them hurrying their pace to match Isabelle’s need.


Liz suddenly bumped into Michael’s back as he came to a stop.  She rubbed her nose and peered around him.  Isabelle was still lighting the area, though Max’s light had extinguished.  Isabelle was turning around in the middle of the room, a look of horror on her face.  Isabelle’s light was spinning around erratically with her movement, and Liz had a hard time taking the place in.  There was some high tech equipment, but it all looked abandoned or cannibalized.  There was a large entrance with glass doors, and the wall opposite was peppered with gunshot holes.  Michael pointed to them.  “That’s when we were pulling Max out of the base.  They chased after us.”  He smiled a little lopsidedly.  “They must have been pretty upset.  Most of those were fired after we were gone.”  He frowned.  “But why is this abandoned?  This was their security entrance!”


Isabelle whirled to face him, red with fury.  “You’re only just noticing that fact, aren’t you?”  Her lit hand flew out to gesture at the dust-covered glass walls.  “There’s no way Jesse’s here!  This has been a damned wild goose chase!”  Isabelle’s voice crackled with rage.


“Should we go find the white room?  Mayb—“


“No, Max!  There’s no way he’s here.  They wouldn’t just abandon this perimeter.  He’s somewhere else.”  The light in her hand began to change from a cold white to yellow, then orange.  Liz backed away…this didn’t look good.  She’d never seen Isabelle out of control, but she had a feeling she was about to.


“Isabelle, we’ll find him.”  Liz tried to hold her voice steady, to be the voice of reason.


Isabelle spun to face her.  “No!  NO!  I don’t want to hear any more damned platitudes!”  The light was a pulsing, angry red now.  Max stepped in front of Liz and pulled Michael to his side.  “No more empty words!  I WANT MY HUSBAND!”  As she yelled, the light in Isabelle’s hand grew into a fireball.  She raised her hands up to the ceiling and began to scream.  The fireball ballooned upwards, ripping through the tunnel ceiling.  Max reached up and grabbed Isabelle with one hand, raising the other to form his green shield.  Liz and Michael pressed up against him as he pulled Isabelle to his side.  Rubble and debris rained down on them, but Max was able to deflect the larger pieces of concrete.  Liz coughed as dust rose up and began to choke them, closing her eyes.  Isabelle had stopped screaming, but Liz could hear her panting heavily beside her.  After the dust settled enough to let her breathe easily, Liz opened her eyes.


“I don’t believe it…” she muttered in shock.  She was looking up at the night sky.  The faint sliver of the moon shone in one corner of the giant hole that’d just been blasted up through the ground, and a few stars twinkled in the sky.  Isabelle had blown through the entire structure!


“Believe it,” Max said, his voice tense and worried.  “If anyone’s anywhere near here, they’re bound to have noticed that.”  Max turned to face Isabelle.  Liz could just discern both their expressions in the starlight.  Isabelle looked shocked, drained, and ready to collapse.  Max was tense as a tightly wound spring,  “We have to get out of here.”  Even as he spoke, some lights shone from above them.  Someone was coming.  Michael, Max and Liz all raised their hands in preparation for an attack as a vehicle’s headlights drew near them.  Liz heard the squeak of brakes and the headlights stopped bobbing above them.  She tensed.  Would she be able to call her power forth this time?  A head appeared near the edge of the hole.  With a yelp, Liz focused her powers on the shape.  There was a shower of more gravel and debris as the edge of the hole exploded.


“Shit!”  The figure at the edge of the hole moved quickly back.  “Don’t zap me!”


“Kyle?”  Everyone lowered their hands.


“Yeah…uh, is it safe to come out?”


Liz laughed shakily.  “Yeah, we’ve calmed down a bit.  You’re safe.”


Kyle’s head appeared at the edge of the hole again.  Max held up a hand and created light again.  Kyle shot him a slightly surprised look, but made no comment.  He held out an arm and something fell down to the ground.  “Wait a sec, let me tie the other end of the rope to the van, then you guys can climb out of there.  Did you get Jesse?  Why aren’t there any agents or soldiers running up with guns?”  His voice grew softer.  He must have been walking to the van.


Max pushed Isabelle toward the rope.  “Jesse isn’t here,” he called out.


“What?!?” Liz could hear the surprise in Kyle’s voice.  His voice got louder again and she saw his silhouette reappear at the edge of the hole.  “Where is he?”


“We don’t know, Kyle.”  Michael’s voice was exasperated.  “Isabelle got a little frustrated and…BOOM!”  He shook his head.  “And you guys say I don’t have any control.  Jesus.”


“Stuff it, Michael.  Not now.”  Max shot him a look, then turned and urged his sister up the rope.  As Isabelle began to climb, Max turned to Liz and pulled her to the rope.  “You’re next, Liz.  Then we have to find a way to get to Jesse.”  His voice lowered to a nearly inaudible whisper.  “I just hope we’re not too late already.”  Liz swallowed as she saw Isabelle’s shadow disappear over the edge of the hole.  She slowly began her own climb up the rope.  She hoped so too.

◦○◊○◦

Maria jumped out of the van when they pulled up to a large hole in the ground.  It seemed to be where they’d seen the giant fireball.  She was just behind Kyle, and heard him yell as something exploded in front of him.  She instinctively crouched down and heard Liz give a nervous laugh and assure Kyle that everyone had calmed down enough that they wouldn’t shoot alien powers at him again.  Kyle threw down the rope, then walked back toward the van with the other end of it.  He asked about Jesse.  Everyone seemed too calm.  With that fireball, Maria had expected them to be driving into a warzone.


“Jesse isn’t here,” Max called out.  Maria gasped.  Kyle had tied the end of the rope to the van’s bumper, and ran back to the edge of the hole in the ground.


“What?!?” he shouted.  “Where is he?”


Maria breathed a sigh of relief as she heard Michael answer Kyle with his typical attitude.  Everyone must be all right down there, despite the fireworks.  The rope pulled tight, someone must be climbing out.  Maria turned to look at Serena—she’d been shocked at the explosion.  To tell the truth, Maria had been too.  She’d heard that Tess had once created a huge fireball, but she was still surprised to see it herself.  She peeked in the van.  Serena was sitting on the edge of the seat, her hands clenched tightly into fists.  Maria shook her head.  Serena’d been looking for aliens her whole life.  Now that she’d found them, she didn’t seem equipped to deal with it.  Oh well, she didn’t look like she was going anywhere.  Maria shrugged.  She’d be fine there while they got everyone into the van.  Though, if Jesse wasn’t here, where would they look for him next?


“Isabelle?”  The worry in Kyle’s voice made Maria spin around.  Isabelle was leaning against Kyle.  The headlights of the van illuminated her expression, the bright light making her face appear harsh.  The line of defeat was in her shoulders and spine, as if the weight of the world was on them, and she looked about ready to collapse.  Kyle’s arms were wrapped around her; they seemed to be the only thing holding her up.  “Isabelle!”  Isabelle closed her eyes and collapsed.  Kyle staggered back a few steps before he could steady himself and hold her up.  Liz’s head appeared from inside the hole.  She took the whole scene in with a glance and turned down into the darkness.


“Max, you come next!  Something’s wrong with Isabelle.”


“Okay.  I’m right behind you,” Max’s voice called out from the darkness.  Maria ran over and held a hand out to her friend, pulling her up.


“What’s wrong with her?” Maria asked.


“She’s upset that Jesse’s not here.”


Maria looked around nervously.  “Aren’t you guys worried that we’re in danger here?  The Special Unit could come at any time to—“


“They’re not here, Maria.”


“Wha—?”


“That place has been abandoned for a long time.  More than a year, I bet.  There was nothing down there but broken machinery and dust.”


“Geez,” Maria breathed.  “Poor Isabelle!  She had her hopes set on rescuing Jesse here.  Finding out he’s not here at all would make me collapse too.”


Liz nodded grimly, her eyes on her sister-in-law’s face.  “Yeah, no kidding.”


Isabelle began to stir in Kyle’s grip.  “Je…sse….”


Kyle held her tighter.  “She’s waking up.  Where’s Max?”


“I’m coming, Kyle.”  Max’s head was just visible.  “Give me a second.”


Maria walked over to give Kyle a hand.  “Put one of her arms around my shoulders, Kyle.  That way you don’t have to…Kyle?”  Maria ran the last few steps to them.  Kyle’s face had drained of all color and he was staring wide-eyed off into space.  Maria shook him.  “Kyle, are you all right?”


Isabelle struggled again, whipping her head from side to side violently.  “Jesse…no…Jesse…”  Her eyes snapped open so suddenly Maria could imagine she heard them click.  “JESSE!”


Kyle swallowed and blinked, then his eyes slowly focused on Maria’s.  They were wide open, his pupils pools of darkness, dilated so wide they didn’t look natural.  “Jesse…he’s in…Boston.”  He let go of Isabelle.  Maria caught her with a muttered oath, still trying to pay attention to Kyle.


“What?  What’d you say?”


“What is it Maria?  What’s happening?”  Max helped her support Isabelle’s limp body when he stepped up beside her.


“I don’t know.  Kyle just said something about Jesse and Boston.”


Max reached out with his free hand.  “What, Kyle?”  Kyle’s expression was blank.  Maria felt a shiver run down her spine.  He looked so creepy.  Max shook him.  “Hey!”


Kyle dark eyes looked over at Max.  “Look for him in Boston,” he said, then his eyes rolled back in his head.   Maria couldn’t suppress a shocked cry as he collapsed at her feet.  Michael ran up, holding the rope in one hand.


“What the hell’s going on?”  He was sounding more upset by the minute.  Maria saw Liz walk up behind Michael, and heard the van door open behind her.  She craned her neck.  Serena was running toward them too.


“What’s happening?” Serena asked breathlessly as she neared them.  “I thought I saw Kyle—“ she stopped as she saw his prone form on the ground.


Max turned to look first at Michael, then Serena.  “I don’t know what’s going on.  Kyle said something about Jesse being in Boston.”  He turned back to Michael.  “Take Isabelle, won’t you?  I’m going to check and see if I can do anything for Kyle.”


Serena knelt by Kyle’s side as Max handed Isabelle over to Michael.  She reached out with a trembling hand toward his face.  As her fingers approached his head, little bolts of green electricity arced from Kyle’s body to her hand.  She yanked it back with a scream.  “What the hell?”


Michael groaned as Max immediately knelt by Kyle’s side.  “Oh shit, this is not the time for this, this is just not the right time.”


Maria whole-heartedly agreed, but this was not the time for his complaints, either.  “Let’s get Isabelle in the car.  She seems to be exhausted more than anything.  Max would have mentioned it if anything were seriously wrong with her.” Maria suggested.  Liz had walked over to Kyle’s prone form and crouched low near him, whispering something in a tone of encouragement.  Michael grunted in agreement with Maria’s suggestion and they began to carry/drag Isabelle back over to the van.  They wrestled her into the back seat of the van and laid her down.  Maria turned to Michael.  “What are we going to do, Michael?  Do you know what we’re going to do?”


Michael shook his head and, without thinking about it consciously, reached out to hug her close.  “No,” she heard his deep voice rumbling in his chest.  “I don’t know.”  He hugged her tighter.

◦○◊○◦

Something warm and comfortable surrounded her.  She felt as if she could stay happy in this darkness forever.  But the comfort was wakening her mind, and as thought returned, so did memory.  She tried to suppress it.  Somehow she knew it would be painful.  But it was relentless, washing oblivion away.


“Jesse!” Isabelle gasped and sat up.  Her sudden movement knocked something away.  She blinked.  It was Max’s hands she’d felt.  He was sitting on the edge of the seat, looking down at her.  He looked tired, and sweat poured down his face.  Isabelle looked around.  She was lying on the back seat of the van.  Everyone was huddling near the side door, looking inside with concern.  The van was still at the edge of the hole she’d punched through the roof of the tunnel complex.  “What are we still doing here?”


“We’ve had a little problem,” Max said, bringing his hand up to wipe his forehead.  He looked as tired as she felt.  She spun on the seat, bringing her feet to the ground.


“I’m sorry about my…er…tantrum.”  Isabelle felt herself blush.  To have lost total control like that was embarrassing, not to mention dangerous!  “I’m feeling more like myself now.”  She heard the dead tone in her voice and summoned a weak smile.  “Depressed, but otherwise normal.”


Max reached out and squeezed her hand.  “I’m sorry, Iz.  There aren’t any words for how sorry I am.”  He looked over the back of the middle seat, peering at something.  “But your collapse is the least of our growing number of problems.”


“Hmm?”  Isabelle leaned forward, crossing her forearms over each other on the back of the seat before her.  She looked over the back of the seat.  “Kyle!  What’s wrong with him?”  His eyes were closed and his face pale.  He seemed to be shivering.  Shivering in the summer in New Mexico?  What was going on?  Isabelle reached out to feel his forehead.  He must have a fever.  As her fingers came close to his body, little sparks of green flickered across him, leaping to zap Isabelle’s fingertips.  “What the hell?”  Understanding crashed over her.  The thing Kyle had been fearing had finally happened.  His new powers were surfacing.  “Oh.”  She shook her head.  “What bad timing.”  Michael barked a short laugh at that.  Maria punched him in the arm.  “Can you help him, Max?”


Max leaned back against the wall of the van.  “I tried with Liz, remember?  I even used the healing stones with her.  All I did was hurt her more.”  He closed his eyes and sighed.  “We do want him to wake up, though.  He said something odd before he collapsed.  He said that Jesse’s in Boston.”


Isabelle gasped.  “It makes sense!  It does!  He got that great job offer, remember?”  She clenched her hands into fists on the back of the seat to hold her tears under control.  “He must have packed up to go there when we fled.  Nobody there knew him, he’d be totally alone.  It would have been easy for the FBI to…”  Isabelle looked down at Kyle again.  “But how would he know this?”


Liz spoke up.  “We don’t know.  He was holding you up as you started to pass out, then he had this weird reaction, said Jesse was in Boston, and collapsed.”


Isabelle cocked her head.  “I had another spontaneous dreamwalk of Jesse.  I felt like someone else was there too, but it was so intense and quick I couldn’t be sure.”  Tears filled her eyes again, despite her best efforts.  She bit her lip.  Jesse had been so distraught and confused.  He’d been happy to see her, yet was terrified that she would be taken by the authorities too.  She’d begged him to tell her where he was, but he refused, saying he didn’t want anything to happen to her.  As if knowing he was being tortured somewhere because of her wasn’t horrible enough.  She fought for control, but a sob escaped.  That one sob opened the floodgates, and she brought her face down to cover it with her hands.  Why couldn’t she get herself back under control?


Max laid a warm hand on her back.  “We really can’t stay here any longer.  Who knows if they still watch this place?  At the very least satellites are a danger.  Michael pushed all the debris back in the hole, that way they may think it collapsed instead of blew outward.  There’s little else we can do.”


“Let’s go to Albequerque.” Liz suddenly interjected.  “There’s an airport there.  They’re bound to have a flight to Boston, right?  We can’t drive to Massachusetts, it’d take too long.”


“But we don’t know that Kyle’s right,” Maria protested.


Isabelle lifted her face, wiping her eyes.  She saw Liz shrug.  “It doesn’t matter.  Isabelle says it makes sense.  I think so too.  We don’t have any other leads.  Let’s get moving right now so we don’t waste time.  If we find out different, we’ll still be near an airport.  We just choose a different destination.”


Maria and Michael nodded.  Serena seemed withdrawn from the conversation entirely, ready to follow the group anywhere they chose.  Or maybe she was just unwilling to go her own way.  Max looked unsure, but smiled and acquiesced.  “I guess that makes sense,” he allowed.


Liz looked at him critically.  “You look exhausted.  You stay in the back and try to get some sleep.  If Kyle wakes up you’ll be able to help him then too.  I’ll drive.”


“I call shotgun!” Michael said, turning and opening the passenger door.


Maria gasped in mock outrage and placed her hands on her hips.  “Oh, that’s nice.  Leave me, then.”


He grinned back at her.  “Okay.”  He climbed in and closed the door.  Maria spun on her heels and sniffed disdainfully, but Isabelle caught a hint of a smile on her face.  Isabelle sighed.  At least those two were getting along well again.  Liz walked around to the driver’s seat.  Max slid into Isabelle.


“Sorry, it’s going to be a little crowded in here until Kyle wakes up.”  Isabelle slid to the side, squeezing as far over as possible.  Max moved over some more into the space she’d left, then Maria crawled in, and finally Serena, pulling the van door shut behind her.  Liz put the van into gear and began backing up.


“Max’s mention of the satellites is a good reminder,” Liz said.  “They might have a picture of us.”  After backing away from the hole a bit, Liz turned forward again and began to drive out of the military base.  “When we get a chance, we should pull into some sort of garage or parking lot and change the van’s color again.”


Isabelle nodded.  Max’s head began to droop beside her, and she knew he was already drifting off.  “That’s a good idea, Liz.  We should do it when we’re not the only vehicle around, though.  There’s not much out here.  If they see one lone van on the road in light blue in one photo, then a black one on the next they’ll be suspicious.  Maybe we can find a town where we can do it on the way to the airport.”


Maria piped up.  “We should do it before it’s obvious we’re heading toward the airport, if you seriously think they’re trailing us.  It seems a little paranoid to me, though.  Why would they have noticed us?”


“Paranoid is good,” Serena disagreed.  “You get out of a lot of trouble with a little extra paranoia.  If a satellite just happened to catch that explosion, or the van’s presence on base, the Special Unit could easily begin to track this van if they attached enough importance to it.  How are you going to change the color of the van, though?  You can’t just paint it quick in a garage.  Someone will notice.”


“Isabelle can do that,” Maria explained, wiggling her fingers.  Serena’s eyes widened and she drew back, shrinking toward the side of the van.


“What’s going on with Kyle, anyway?” she asked after a few uncomfortable minutes of silence.  “You act as if you expected this.  Isn’t—wasn’t he human?”


Liz looked back at her through the rear-view mirror.  “I think he still is.  I think I am too.”


Serena stared at her.  “What do you mean?”


“The same thing happened to me about nine months ago.  We figured Kyle would follow approximately the same timetable.”  Liz looked forward as they neared the entrance gate to the base, then turned onto the road.  “His—er—change happened a month or so later than expected, but other than that…”


“His change?  But…”  Serena turned to Maria.  “Are you going to change too, then?”


“Not unless I get shot,” Maria said dryly.  She waved her hands up towards the front.  “Space Boy up there has kept that from happening so far,” she raised her voice, “haven’t you?”


“Yeah!” Michael agreed, not turning around.  “I’m still waiting for an adoring ‘thank you’, though.”


Maria snorted, but that indulgent smile snuck up over her lips again as she leaned forward and rested her chin in her hand.  “You’ve gotten me in plenty enough other trouble, thank you.”


Serena looked totally confused.  “Shot, but what—“


“It’s Max’s healing power, we think,” Maria said.


“Max’s—“ Serena gasped.  “No!  But…he healed my hand!  Will I develop these…powers now too?”  She looked at Kyle.  It was easy for Isabelle to see what she was thinking.  Would she become like Kyle?  The thought appeared to leave an unpleasant taste in Serena’s mouth.


Maria looked at Serena out of the corner of her eye, then sat back against the seat again.  “No, I doubt it.  It seems to happen when he has to do some major healing.  Liz was shot almost three year ago, now.  Max ran up and healed her.  He saved her life and revealed his secret to her.  That got the rest of us involved.”  Maria nodded toward Kyle.  “He was shot late the next spring.  Liz developed her powers last fall, two years after Max healed her.  So, we couldn’t help thinking that Kyle would get them too.”


Max opened one eye and sighed.  “I’ve healed people before, Serena, of small things, and never seen any side affects.  You probably won’t develop anything.
Serena swallowed.  “What makes you think they’re still human?” she asked Maria, her voice trembling a little.

Liz piped up.  “The alcohol.”

“What?”

“I can still drink.”  Serena shook her head, still confused.  “They can’t drink alcohol, Serena.  I’m not sure why.  But both Max and Michael tried it and got in some trouble over it.  I’m assuming Isabelle is the same way.  But I was able to drink alcohol normally after I developed my abilities.”

Isabelle roused herself enough to speak.  “I’ve never tried drinking, myself, after I heard about what happened to Max.”

Michael turned around a little.  “And you don’t ever want to get as sick as I got.  That sucked.”


“You just can’t hold your liquor, that’s all, Michael,” Maria teased.


Michael faced forward again.  “After living with Hank all those years, I’d say that’s probably a good thing.  It’s one vice I’ll never have.”  Isabelle winced as she remembered Hank, and saw the joviality fade from Maria’s face as well at Michael’s comment.  Max’s head, which had fallen back into his dozing pose, rolled to the side and he fell against her, asleep.  Isabelle felt her own eyelids getting heavier.  After all this time in the stupid van it was easy for her to sleep while riding in it.  Isabelle leaned against the wall of the van and allowed its irregular motion to carry her into slumber, letting the others keep on with whatever conversation they wished.


The van jumped as it hit some pothole on the road, jolting Isabelle into wakefulness.  Her nap had been blessedly dream free.  Most of her dreams were nightmares, lately.  She was grateful for any respite.  Isabelle looked around cautiously.  A heavy weight against her shoulder let her know that Max was still leaning against her even before she saw him.  False dawn was just beginning, painting the sky in a soft rainbow.  The gray light washed the color out of everything, making the world look foggy and indistinct…almost like Jesse’s mind every time she dreamwalked him since his capture.  That thought seized her mind and she tensed, doing her best to suppress the overwhelming feelings that were welling up inside her.


“So these guys aren’t really aliens?” Serena.  She was still awake.


“No, they’re really aliens.  Just half alien.”  Maria.  Were they still having this conversation?  Isabelle had to have been asleep for an hour or two, at least!  “They’re human in many ways.  They’re nothing at all like the full aliens.  Michael, Max and Isabelle have been raised by human parents.  Badly raised in Michael’s case, I suppose, but still human.  Full aliens like Nasedo don’t have much in the way of emotions.  Nasedo was a cold-blooded killer that didn’t care about anyone or anything except his duty to these three and Tess.  Max met another one of the full aliens, and saw much the same thing.  They don’t seem to have emotions, except for self-interest and the duty imposed on them.”


“I guess I can see that.”  Isabelle turned her head a little and looked over at the chatting girls.  They didn’t notice that she was awake.  Serena looked a lot calmer than she had when Isabelle was drifting off.  “So, if these three are so wonderful, then how come this other one turned out so bad?”  They must have already talked about Tess.


Liz’s voice entered the conversation, lowered a little to avoid waking those who were sleeping.  “I think it’s the ‘nurture’ side of the ‘nature versus nurture’ debate.”


“What are you talking about?” Maria asked, confused.


“Er…genetic thing.  Is everything about a person decided by their genes?  Or by their environment and how they’re raised?”


Serena leaned back in the seat.  She looked relaxed.  This must be the kind of conversation she felt most comfortable with.  “It makes the most sense to say it’s some of both.  Genetics has an effect, but so does the environment.”


“Yes, I think most people would agree with that.  The real question is more like how much of an effect does each have?”


“What the hell does all this have to do with Tess?” Maria asked, a little annoyed.


“Tess is half human, half alien.  So are Max, Isabelle and Michael.  But they were raised by humans, to be human.  Tess was raised by Nasedo, an alien.  And she seems to personify the selfish, cold , mostly emotionless nature of the aliens.  So I would argue this shows there’s more influence from nurture than nature.”


Isabelle remembered how she’d come to trust her brother’s “bride”, and how that trust had been horribly betrayed.  “Not necessarily, Liz.”  Everyone jumped at her unexpected entrance into the conversation.  She grinned maliciously.  “Maybe Tess was just genetically predisposed to be a bitch.”  Maria laughed, and Isabelle thought she might have seen Liz’s shoulders shake with a little laughter as well.  Serena didn’t join in the hilarity, but she wasn’t on-edge anymore either.  Maria and Liz seemed to have straightened out some of her misconceptions and worries about them.  Isabelle heard some rustling in front of her.  Michael was snoring softly in the front seat, completely knocked out, and Liz was driving, so what had made the noise?  Maria must have heard it too.  She leaned forward and looked over the seat’s back.


“Kyle?  Kyle!”


Isabelle began to push her brother’s heavy head off her shoulder.  “Is he awake?  Does he seem okay?”


Maria looked back at her.  Serena was leaning forward to look at him too, now.  “He’s just moving around.  I’m a little scared to touch him.  How much does that green electricity hurt?”


Isabelle got Max off her shoulder.  He was waking up too in all the excitement.  She leaned forward.  “It hurts some, like the mother of all static electricity shocks.”  She reached out to touch him.  Nothing happened when her fingers made contact with his arm.


“Wha…what’s going on?”  Max yawned and rubbed his eyes.


“Kyle’s moving!  Maybe he’s waking up.  When I touched him it didn’t shock me.”


“That came and went with me, too,” Liz said, watching everything in the rear-view mirror.  Michael rolled his head to the left from its resting place on his headrest and looked at Kyle, but didn’t say anything.  Kyle began tossing his head back and forth, then sat up with a gasp.


“Jesse!”  Isabelle held the seat’s back in a grip so tight she was surprised the seat didn’t break in half.  Why had Kyle said Jesse’s name?  Kyle looked around.  “What’s going on?” he asked.


“That what we were going to ask you,” Maria said.  “How’re you feeling?”


Kyle raised a hand to his forehead.  “Not too bad.  Not so cold anymore, anyway.”


“You’ve been cold?”


“Yeah, haven’t you heard me complaining about it since yesterday?”


Isabelle shot a look at Max.  Had Kyle frozen the handle off the door earlier?  They’d been missing signs of this for a while, if he had.  “What did you mean when you said that Jesse’s in Boston earlier?”  She took control of the conversation.


Kyle shook his head.  “I don’t know—I just knew he was there.”


“How?  Don’t just say ‘I don’t know,’ think about it,” Isabelle insisted.


“Well…”  Kyle’s brow furrowed as he concentrated.  “I was holding you…then I thought I saw Jesse.”  He flushed a little.  “It felt a bit like the time you took me dreamwalking.”


Max shot Isabelle a strange look.  She felt heat rise in her own cheeks and brusquely urged Kyle on before Max could ask about the little visit she helped Kyle pay to that playmate of the month.  “Go on.”


“When I saw Jesse, I just knew he was in Boston.”  Kyle frowned and stared out the front windshield for a few minutes.  Then he snapped his fingers.  “Like when I knew that motel was south of us.  I just knew.”


Maria looked excited.  “That’s cool!  And useful too.  Can you find out more about where Jesse is if you have a map or something?”


“Just a second, Maria.  We don’t even know if this is a new ability of Kyle’s.  For all we know this could be some sort of hallucination,” Michael objected.


Serena was watching everything with great interest.  She suddenly turned around and draped herself over the back of the seat, shoving Max and Maria over into Isabelle.  “Mmph.  Serena,” Isabelle muttered as she was pressed into the window.  “What are you doing?”


“I’ve got an idea.”  Serena said.  “Ah!  Got it!” She pulled her bag up and over the edge of the seat, faced forward again and sat down.  She opened her bag and rummaged through it for a second.  “Here’s something!”  Serena pulled out a scarf.  “Here, try this, Kyle.  Where did I get this from?”


Kyle looked embarrassed.  “I have no idea.”


Serena leaned forward and held the scarf out to him.  “Try touching it.  Here!”


Kyle reluctantly reached out and took the light blue scarf in his hands.  He held it for a few seconds, then his face suddenly paled.  “Seattle.  You bought it in Seattle.”  He silently handed it back to her.  Isabelle saw him swallow and look away as Serena took it from him.  His forehead was shining with sweat.  Isabelle leaned forward and looked at Serena.


“Is that right?”

“Yeah.”  Serena nodded.  “I bought this just before the Special Unit caught up with Father and me.”  Serena reached out and dropped a small item into Kyle’s hand before he could withdraw it.  “How about this?”  Isabelle saw only a glint of metal before Kyle’s fingers folded over it.


Kyle closed his eyes for a second.  His fingers closed tightly over the object, then he dropped it with a gasp.  “It’s from…from..”  Kyle started shaking.  “Outer space.”  Max leaned forward to pick it up from the seat where Kyle’d dropped it.  Isabelle leaned over and looked at it.  It was a thin piece of metal, like tin foil.  Max scrunched it up in his fist, but when he opened it, the strange foil unfolded itself into a flat sheet again.  Kyle groaned and wrapped his arms around himself.  “I-I’m getting cold again.”


“Where’d you get this, Serena?”  Max was staring at the metal in fascination.


“It was between the pages of Grandpa’s second journal.  He only kept that tiny piece, but he said the crash site was full of strange debris.”  She looked down.  “I guess that proves that Kyle’s…ability is real.”


“I don’t know,” Maria said doubtfully.  “Wouldn’t anyone who saw this know it was something like that?”


“He didn’t have a chance to look at it, Maria.”  Max closed his hand around it.  “From feel, I can’t tell it’s not aluminum foil.”  He opened his hand again and watched the metal flatten itself once more.  “Kyle didn’t have a chance to see any of its weird properties.”


Isabelle looked over at Kyle.  “Is that true, Kyle?  What did you—Kyle?   Guys, something’s up with him again!”  Kyle was huddled up in a ball on the seat in front of Isabelle, shivering.  As Isabelle watched, a bolt of green lightning skittered across one of his arms.  Without thinking she reached out toward him.  “Kyle, are you alright?”  Some shocks ran up and down her arm as her fingers made contact.  Kyle stiffened with a muffled cry and threw his hands out.  A bright light filled the van for a split second, then Isabelle heard something like a pop, and Liz started shouting something.  Isabelle squinted against the spots dancing in front of her eyes and tried to see what was bothering Liz.  Her sister-in-law was, surprisingly, muttering obscenities as she pulled the van over to the side of the highway.  Isabelle looked back at Kyle as the van pulled to a stop on the edge of the road.  He’s fallen unconscious again.


“What is it, Liz?”  Max was half-standing; worry for his wife sharpened his tone.  Maria turned her legs to the side and let him out.  He sat on the end of the seat behind Michael and reached out to rest a hand on Liz’s shoulder.  Liz was heaving heavy breaths, both arms resting on the steering wheel.


“Something happened to the van.  She nearly lost control,” Michael answered.  Isabelle noticed that his hands were falling to his lap, and sweat was dripping down his face.  “I helped her pull us safely over, though.


“What happened?”  There was the slightest tinge of panic around the edges of Serena’s voice.  


Isabelle reached forward and pulled Kyle’s unconscious form against the back of the seat so he wouldn’t fall over, ignoring the little shocks that snapped at her as she did so.  “I think it was Kyle.  He wasn’t lucid, and the shock of my touching him set him off on accident.”


“You mean he blew up the engine?” Maria gasped.


“No,” Michael said calmly as he watched cars speed by them.  Isabelle knew he was tired when he couldn’t even make himself sound angry.  “If that had happened we’d probably be dead.  He probably blew a fuse or something.”  A break in the traffic gave him a opportunity to open the door and get out.  “Pop the hood, Liz,” he said over his shoulder as he shut the door.  Liz leaned forward, searching for a minute, then she pulled on something with a little exclamation of discovery.  The hood popped up and Michael lifted it.  Max opened the side door and ran behind the van to get off the road, then began to walk over toward Michael up front.


“I hope this doesn’t mean we’re stuck here,” Maria fretted.  “We’re not that far from Albuquerque.  It’d be nice if we could catch a flight to Boston yet today.”


Isabelle rested a hand on Kyle’s forehead.  “Do you really want to be in an airplane with Kyle right now?”


Maria watched Isabelle flinch as another series of shocks ran over her arm.  “Maybe not…but we’ve still got to hurry.”  Her brow furrowed.  “And we can’t leave him behind, either.”


Michael swore foully and pulled the hood shut with a loud bang.  He stomped over to Liz’s window and  rested his arms on it.  “Were you able to steer after Kyle’s powers went haywire?”


Liz shook her head.  “That was the problem.  Not only did the engine stop, but the power steering when out.  I didn’t have enough strength to pull us over to the side, that why I asked you to help.”


“Well, I sure as hell don’t know how to fix whatever happened,” Michael said with a grimace.  He looked over at Max.


Max raised his hands.  “I don’t know either.  You know who our resident car expert is!”


Michael looked over at Kyle and shook his head.  “Well, we’re up a creek now.  What are we going to do?”


Serena pointed behind them.  “I think we’re going to get help!”  Isabelle turned see what Serena was referring to and saw a sheriff’s car pulling to a stop behind them.  Isabelle held her breath for a moment, then laid Kyle’s head back against the side of the van and pulled her friendliest smile over her face as she got out of the van.  Michael and Max were already walking toward the sheriff as she got out.


“You folks need a hand?” the sheriff asked.  He sounded friendly enough, but Isabelle was jumpy and tense behind her mask.  The sheriff’s reflective sunglasses hid his eyes, and memories of Agent Pierce’s disguise made her uncomfortable.  “Everyone all right?”


“We’re fine, officer,” Max said.  He seemed to be at ease, but Isabelle could see by the set of his shoulders that he was wound up too.  Michael just looked tired at this point.  Isabelle could see why the officer had asked if they were okay from the exhausted look on Michael’s face.  She widened her smile a hair and stepped up next to her brother.


“Our van broke down, but we pulled over all right,” she added.  “We would sure appreciate it if you could call for a tow truck for us, though.”  She gestured back toward the van.  “None of us have a cel phone.”


The sheriff’s head turned in her direction.  Isabelle hated not being able to see his eyes.  He stared at her for a fraction of a second and nodded.  “Sure,…ma’am.”  His face was tilted slightly down, and Isabelle looked down at herself.  Her wedding band—he’d noticed it.  A thrill of fear ran through her.  Their description was probably all over New Mexico by now.  Would little details like her wedding ring be enough to give them away?  Isabelle cursed to herself.  She could have at least changed her appearance before getting out of the van to greet the officer.  Standing here together in front of him, they were just making identification easy!  Isabelle resisted the urge to glance at her brother—it would only confirm whatever suspicions the man had.  After a fraction of a second of hesitation the officer turned and walked back to his squad car.
Isabelle forced movements to be calm as she leaned over and whispered to Max, “What are we going to do?  He knows who we are!”

Max’s head whipped around to look at her.  “He does?  How do you know?”

“Didn’t you see the way he was looking at me?  He noticed my wedding ring right away, as if he was looking for it!”

Michael snickered.  “Yeah, he was looking, but not for the reason you think.”

“What?”

Max cleared his throat.  “He was checking you out, Iz.”

“What?!?”

“That’s why he was looking for your wedding ring.  He decided not to say anything when he saw it.”

Isabelle didn’t know what to say.  She looked away from Michael’s amused eyes and her brother’s embarrassed face and stared off at the highway.  “Oh…”  A flush crept over her face and she began to laugh  “I guess I’m a little paranoid right now…”

“I’ll say.”  Michael wouldn’t drop it—Isabelle could tell.  She’d be hearing about this for hours.  They turned as they heard gravel scrunching underfoot.  The officer was coming back toward them.

“I’ve called for a tow.  You want me to take you somewhere?”

Max looked around.  “I don’t know.  If you’ve called for a tow, I guess we’ll be all right.”

The officer looked amused.  “I don’t think all of you will fit in the truck’s cab.  There’s at least five of you, right?”

Max looked embarrassed.  “Oh, right, I guess I didn’t think of that.  There’s seven of us…”  He was playing the stupid, innocent teenager part to the hilt.

“Seven!  There’s no way you’d fit!  C’mon, I’ll take five of you to the best diner in town, and you can have breakfast.  Then the other two can come with the truck and meet you there.  Just tell the driver to drop you off at Joanne’s.”

Michael looked at Max.  “Maria and I can wait here.  The rest of you can go with the officer.”  His eyes flicked in Isabelle’s direction and he smirked slightly.  Isabelle bit down a tide of frustration.  It was obvious.  Her job would be to distract the sheriff during their ride into town.  She gritted her teeth.  She’d endure anything in order to free Jesse, even flirting with this total stranger.

Max nodded and followed Michael to the van.  “I’ll get the others, Iz.  You don’t need anything except your purse out of the van, do you?  We’ll just leave the bags in there.”

Isabelle shook her head.  “That’ll be fine, Max.”  She watched her brother’s back for a second, then turned back to the sheriff.  “Thank you so much, Sheriff..?”

The man lifted his hand up to the brim of his hat.  “Deputy Coleman, ma’am.  No problem.”

“Oh, yes, Deputy.  Well, we really appreciate your help,” Isabelle gushed, wincing internally.  Couldn’t she think of anything better to say?  But whatever she said, it seemed to keep the deputy absorbed with her.  He barely looked at the others as he led them to his car.  Kyle was awake—just barely—and he had to be supported by Max as they walked to the car, but the deputy didn’t seem to notice.  Isabelle continued to keep up her inane chatter as she crawled into the front seat next to the deputy.  Max climbed into the back with Liz and Serena, and pulled Kyle in next to him, directly behind the deputy, to keep him out of sight.  Kyle was still pale and drawn, but conscious, and Isabelle suppressed a relieved sigh.  He seemed to be recovering from this last attack much quicker than he had from the first.  Maybe they’d be able to get on a plane with him after all.  “About how much farther is it to Albuquerque, Deputy Coleman?” Isabelle asked as they entered a small town.  She was too busy keeping the deputy distracted to bother reading the sign.

“Oh, I don’t know, about an hour and a half northwest of here, I guess,” he answered, turning into a parking lot.  A sign on top of the door was faded to a pale blue and read “Joanne’s”.  The car stopped.  “Here’s the restaurant.  Your friends will probably be here in half an hour to forty-five minutes.”  The officer pointed to the right.  “The garage is down there about a quarter mile.  It’s not too far to walk.  When you’re done eating you can go down there and get your van.  Hope it’s nothing serious.”

“I do too, Deputy Coleman.  Thank you again for all your help!”  Isabelle wondered if it were possible to feel any more stupid than she felt at this moment.  “We really appreciate it.”  God, she sounded like a twit!  It must have worked, though.  The deputy smiled and nodded.

“Like I said, my pleasure, ma’am.”  He tipped his hat again and backed out of the lot.  Isabelle breathed a sigh of relief.  He hadn’t even asked any of their names.  They couldn’t get that lucky again, that was for sure.

“That was close!” Liz said.  “We’re fortunate he took such a liking to you!”

Isabelle nodded wearily.  Kyle suddenly spoke up.  “I hate to interrupt, but I’m really hungry all of a sudden.”

Liz rested her hand on Kyle’s shoulder.  “Whatever you did must have used a lot of energy.  Let’s get inside and let Kyle sit down, everyone.”  The restaurant was half full already, and the sun had barely risen.  It was definitely a popular place.  They pulled a couple of tables together so they could sit together and ordered some orange juice, then sat down to wait for Michael and Maria.

“How are we going to get these plane tickets, now?” Liz asked softly once they’d settled down.  “We could buy them with cash, I suppose, but I bet they’d find that suspicious.”

“We can use one of my cards,” Serena said.  “I have a few in different names.  I think one might be suspected by the Special Unit, but I have two others that I think are safe.”

“Three different names?”  Isabelle leaned forward, interested.  “How did you do that?”

Serena shrugged.  “It’s not too hard, if you know how.”


“Do you think you could come up with some new identities for us?” Max asked.


“I don’t see why not,” Serena said.


“You’re pretty useful to have around, aren’t you?” Max asked, smiling.


Serena smiled back.  “I guess I am.”  

Liz beamed at her husband.  “See?  I knew I was right.  She’s the Serena I was told about.”

“Yeah, Liz, you were right.”  Max pulled his wife to his side and kissed her on top of her head.  “You’re always right.”

Isabelle couldn’t help feeling hopeful again.  They were going to fly to Jesse’s rescue.  They’d succeed.  They’d rescue her husband, and she’d be together with Jesse again.  She ached for it, and could almost feel happiness within her grasp again.

We’re getting closer, I know.  I can see the pain of hope in Isabelle’s eyes again.  I still worry though, will we be fast enough?  All the delays…I shudder to imagine what Jesse’s been going through.  But we’ll get there.  We’ll save him.  We have to.  If we don’t, I think Isabelle will be lost to us.  She’s lost so much.  Grant.  Alex.  If she loses Jesse too, that may be the end.  One person can only take so much, even a person as strong as Isabelle.


Add Kyle’s powers to all this, and we’re buried under a mountain of problems.  But I don’t feel bogged down.  Maybe I’m deluding myself.  But I can’t let myself think so.  I have to keep believing it’ll all work out, or I think I’ll go insane.

So:

Serena will become a close part of our little group.
Kyle will be okay.  
We’ll save Jesse.

It’ll all work out.

Because I believe it will.
Chapter 4 – Up and Away
Up in the air there’s nothing to do but worry about everything.  I don’t even have Max’s comforting presence by my side, so I’m forced to resort back to you.  I hate planes.  The dry air and crowded conditions make me uncomfortable, and the current circumstances make the time up here excruciating.  I just have to keep remembering that it’s necessary.  
When you look down at the ground from the air, the world looks so small, like it should be easy to control, but our problems don’t shrink, even up here.  If anything reduces my problems as the flying reduces the world below, it’s getting my thoughts down in coherent form.  So when I can’t see anything but my own worries and feelings, I turn to you to try to sort everything out.  I divorce myself from my emotions in here, and pray for clarity.
Help me find a way to keep everyone safe.


Maria snuggled up to Michael after they settled down on the ground, their backs against the van.  Maria heard Michael sigh softly and felt his head rest on top of hers as his hand automatically circled around her shoulders.  She waited expectantly for some conversation, but Michael was obstinately silent.  She restrained her natural desire to prod him into talking about their conversation in front of Serena’s house for a good five minutes.  But finally, she couldn’t stand the silence anymore.

“So, Michael, have you done any more thinking?”  She put forth the effort to keep her voice bright and cheery.


“Nnng?”  Michael didn’t even bother to form a word.  Maria allowed an annoyed frown to cross her lips…he couldn’t see them, after all.


“Michael?  Are you listening to me?”


“Mmmmmhmmm…”


“Well then, if you are, could you at least say “Yes,” or something?  I feel like you’re not paying attention when you mumble like that.”  Maria’s hands twisted in her lap.  Michael’s hand on her shoulder relaxed, as if that was the only place it belonged, and it would never move.  She allowed herself an indulgent smile and placed one of her hands over his.  “It’s nice to be separated from all the others for a bit.  I love Liz dearly, but a week with almost no time alone with you is driving me crazy.”  She leaned back and sighed happily.  “If you don’t want to talk about anything, that’s fine, Michael.  If you’re still thinking about things, I mean.”  The weight of his head on hers became heavier, uncomfortably so.  She squirmed over to the side a little.  “Hey, are you alright?  Michael?”  As she began to slide out from underneath him, the full force of his weight came crashing down on her.  She fell on her side.  “Michael!”

“Huh?”  Michael raised his head and blinked, the side of his face covered with dust.


“What’s wrong with you?  I try to hold a serious conversation in our few precious minutes alone together, and you fall asleep?!?”


Michael slapped the roadside dust off his face, his eyes still bleary and confused.  “What?”  He sat up and held out his hand to help her up. 


“I was talking to you, and you just collapsed!”  Maria was too angry to accept his proffered help.  She struggled up to her feet without assistance and brushed dust off her shirt and shorts as she collected her thoughts.  “It’s the first time we’re not crowded in with at least four other people in days!  I wanted to have a serious conversation!”

Michael groaned and ran his hand over his face.  “Oh god, please, no relationship cra—“ he looked at her out of the corner of his eye.  “Uh…stuff.  Not now.  I’ve been awake for the last two days and used my powers like crazy.  If someone came along to kill us right now, I’d probably be grateful to them for the chance to rest.”  He ran his hand through his hair, sprinkling more dust over himself.  “I can’t deal with it right now, Maria.”


Maria stamped her foot, then stalked away, walking to the front of the van.  She rested her hands on the hood of the van and glared at the ugly turquoise color Isabelle had chosen for the van.  Her finger found a spot of rust and she picked absently at it with her fingernail as she glared at the ground.  How could he?  She was being more than patient with him.  She’d even forgiven his behavior when he’d borne the seal of Antar.  She’d waited calmly for days, and when they finally got a chance to have a real conversation, he fell asleep! 
 She heard a small sound.  Her eyes leapt up to look at Michael, who was pulling himself to his feet.  He leaned wearily against the van as he brushed the dust off his arms.  He truly did look exhausted.  And it had been a long last couple of days, full of excitement and tension.

Maria jerked her hands away from their absent-minded grip on the van’s hood and walked back over toward Michael.  His eyes were wary as she walked up.  He was probably worried because her expression was still angry.  Now she was frustrated with herself, though, not him.  She began to brush the pale roadside dust off him, starting with his head.  “I can’t believe you got this dirty,” Maria said in a conversational tone.  
She couldn’t quite bring herself to apologize for her explosion, but she had to acknowledge that her timing had been unfair.  Michael, miracle of miracles, seemed to recognize her oblique apology for what it was.  He smiled, a little hesitantly, and shrugged.  “I dunno.  It just happened.”  He yawned.  “I can’t wait for a chance at a shower.”  He suddenly reached out and pulled her against him.
“Hey!  First you say you need to shower, than you hug me close!  Maybe I don’t want to get dirty!”  
The hint of a smirk on Michael’s face showed her that he realized her protest was a joke.  He reached up with one hand and tousled her hair, still holding her close with the other.  A cloud of fine dust fell over them.  He grinned.  “Too late.”  He was looking at her lips.  Maria smiled a little as she stood on her tiptoes, closed her eyes and kissed him.  Their kiss started out tentative, almost fearful, but quickly deepened as they both began to drop their barriers.
Flashes of Michael’s life skittered across her mind.  Coming out of the pods.  Fear, as he looked at Max and Isabelle, newly emerged from the pods themselves.  Loneliness.  Hank, standing over him and shouting, his hand raised for a blow.  The relief of finding Max and Isabelle again.  Constant fear of discovery.  His confusion over how to make her happy.  The love that forced him to give up his dreams of returning to Antar, and brought him back to her.  The pain of her breaking up with him.  The rush of power as he realized he was the new king.

The intensity of the feelings that washed over her from Michael made Maria weak in the knees.  He hadn’t been this open to her since the night before he thought he’d leave for Antar.  She could feel how hard it was for him to let her see him like this.  His self doubt and loathing underlay everything he showed her, as well as the never-ending fear of rejection. 

 Maria didn’t really know how these “flashes” worked, but she seemed to be picking through his most intense memories and emotions.  She desperately wanted him to understand that whatever his faults were, and whatever hers were, they wouldn’t change the way she felt about him.  She tried to push that thought at him, toward whatever flashes he might be receiving from her.  Unconsciously, she also increased the intensity of an already intense kiss.
There was a hollow thud as Michael collapsed against the side of the van.  It rocked heavily on its tires, and metal screeched against metal as the van shook back and forth.  Maria broke off the kiss with a breathless giggle.  “Are you alright?”

“Fine.”  Michael’s chest was heaving.  He seemed to have had the same trouble breathing.  “That was a little…uh…”

Maria sighed, letting her hands fall slowly from his shoulders.  “Yeah.”  She looked down at herself, light dust forming a fine layer over her clothing, then she raised her eyes to look back at Michael.  He looked even worse.  She stretched her lips into a crooked smile.  “Well, don’t we look beautiful,” she cracked.  Michael shrugged.  He looked uncomfortable.  Maria grabbed his hand.  “Look, Michael, I’m sorry I hurt you.”

His grip suddenly clenched her hand tightly.  His eyes seemed deeper than normal.  “I’m sorry for the times I hurt you, too.”
Her smile widened.  “That’s good to hear.”  She sidled over next to him and leaned her back against the van too, still holding his hand.  He looked at her out of the corner of his eyes and shifted from foot to foot.  He seemed to be searching for something to say.  As she watched him, she noticed a tow truck coming down the road in their direction.  She patted him on the shoulder with her free hand, sending another cloud of grit into the air around them.  “Don’t worry, you don’t have to talk about relationship crap anymore.”  She nodded in the direction of the tow truck.  “We don’t have the time, anyway.”  Michael turned to look in the direction of her gaze and saw the truck.  He pushed himself away from the van with a heave, and pulled her along behind him, waving toward the truck with his other hand.

“Hey!  Over here!”

The tow truck pulled ahead of the van and backed up close to it, and then the driver got out.  He grinned at the two of them.  “Well aren’t you a pretty sight!  What, the cops wouldn’t even give you a ride into town?”
Maria brushed ineffectually at the dust on her clothes again.  The driver’s grin widened.  Michael strode up to him.  “No, our friends rode with the officer, but there were too many of us, so he told us to catch a ride with you.”

The driver looked at Michael, sizing him up, then he stabbed his thumb back over his shoulder toward the cab of the truck.  “You look completely exhausted.  Go sit in the truck, I’ll get your van hooked up and we’ll go into town.”  Michael began to walk toward the passenger door without another word, his fingers sliding over Maria’s as he let go of her hand.  
Maria looked at the man.  “Er, the officer said he was taking everyone to someplace called Joanne’s.”  

He smiled and nodded as he began to pull some harness thing down toward the front of the van.  “Yeah, it’s the best place to go to get something to eat while you wait.  You guys look like you drove all night.”

Maria strived to keep the tone of the conversation light and open.  “Yeah, well, it’s cheaper than getting a hotel, and with seven of us, we switched the driving.”  She yawned.  “I guess we’ll have to stop tonight, though.  Another night like that would be hard to take.”

The man shook his head, still grinning.  “Oh, to be young again.  Well, go on into the truck.  I won’t be more than a couple minutes.”  Maria nodded and crawled up into the passenger seat.  Michael wrapped his arm around her shoulder as she settled in.

“What were you talking about?”  He sounded worried and paranoid.  Maria jabbed him in the ribs with her elbow.

“Don’t be like that.  I just told him we drove through the night because we’re too cheap to pay a hotel bill.  Stupid kids, on a roadtrip before starting college or something, you know.”

“Mmm..fine.”  He sounded about ready to collapse.  She sighed and reached up, pulling him against her.

“You are a tired, stupid kid.  Just relax and shut up.  I can handle this.”  After he leaned against her without a word of protest, she knew he wasn’t faking the exhaustion.  He didn’t even pretend to be stubborn and put up a fight.  His breathing slowed as his head rested on her shoulder.  The truck suddenly shook, and Maria looked in the side mirror.  The van was being lifted onto its rear wheels.  They’d be ready to go in a second.  A minute later the man climbed up into the driver’s seat.  He looked Michael, already snoring softly, and grinned.  Maria smiled back.

“You said Joanne’s, right?”

“Yeah.”  He reached down and started the truck.  Maria leaned against the passenger door of the truck and dozed off herself.

*****

“So, what are we going to do when we get to Boston?” Liz asked once the pleasant feeling of having her trust in Serena vindicated began to wear off.  She looked around at her friends, three old ones, and one new.  They all looked exhausted.  Serena was the most alert of them, but despite their growing trust in her, no one, not even Liz herself, was reckless enough to let her drive them.  Paranoia was a hard habit to break.  “We’re not going to be much good to Jesse if we all collapse once we find him.  No offense, but you guys all look awful.”

Kyle gave her a dirty look.  Isabelle snorted, but the good cheer that had washed over her once hope for rescuing Jesse had reemerged didn’t seem to have been dampened by Liz’s insulting comment.  “You’re not looking so great there yourself, Liz.”

Max rushed to her defense.  “What are you talking about?  She’s never looked more beautiful!”  He leaned over to give her a kiss.  She dodged him with a giggle, and his lips landed on her cheek.

“Oh, stop it.  I know I look horrible.  But the point is, we have to rest.  How long will the flight to Boston be?  Not enough for a full night’s sleep, I bet.  And once we get Jesse away from the government, we’re going to be chased even more closely than we are now.”

Isabelle looked disturbed at Liz’s comment.  Liz heard a creak as Max leaned in toward her again.  “We don’t have a choice, Liz.  The flight will have to be enough.  We can’t leave Jesse in their hands a moment longer than necessary.”  He shrugged, then reached forward and took a drink of orange juice from his glass.  “We can pick up some sort of ‘No-Doz’ or something, but we don’t dare leave him there while we catch up on our sleep.  He’s already been in their hands for a day longer than I was.  He’s human, they’ll probably go easier on him, but I wouldn’t want to depend too much on that.”  She felt a tremor run through him, and she unconsciously raised her hand to cover his.  He smiled at her, then looked at Isabelle.  “Don’t worry, Iz, we’ll get him back.  Soon.”  His sister smiled back at him.
“I know.”  She looked around at everyone.  “Thank you, guys.”  

Kyle looked gratified when she included him in her thanks.  Suddenly he perked up as he looked over Liz’s shoulder.  “Oh!  Look what the cat dragged in!”  He raised his hand and waved it a bit.  “Hey guys, over here!  What the hell happened to you?”  Liz craned her head around.  Michael and Maria came in, much in need of a bath.  Maria was carrying a small bundle under one arm.  Her other one was wrapped around Michael’s waist.  Michael’s eyes had dark rings under them, and he yawned hugely as he plopped down in the seat next to Max.
Maria smiled and slapped Michael on the shoulder.  “Our resident genius here decided on a roadside nap.”

“Seems you agreed with him,” Serena teased with a significant look at Maria’s own dirty clothing.  Maria shrugged and sat down next to Serena, putting her bundle on her lap as she did so.

“He took me with him.”  She brushed at her clothes, raising a dust cloud over the booth.  Serena covered her glass of orange juice with one hand, and her mouth and nose with the other.

“Please!  Not here!” her muffled voice protested from behind her cupped fingers.  Kyle sneezed, then nodded agreement.  Maria sniffed and snagged a menu off the table.  After leafing through it for a few seconds, she placed it back down.

“I’ll have some coffee and the two eggs and bacon platter, with…um…wheat toast.  The eggs…over easy.”  Maria looked beyond Serena at Kyle.  “What are you getting?”  Kyle opened the menu to the first page and pointed at something titled the “Super Breakfast Plate”.  Maria shrugged.  “That looks about right, I guess.”  She looked at Michael, who was already nodding away.  “Michael’ll have that, I think.”

“Why?  Where are you going?” Isabelle asked curiously.

Maria stood and stepped up next to Michael, pulling him to his feet again with a grunt.  He made a small groan of protest, but stood.  “Space Boy and I are going to clean up.  C’mon, Michael,” she said, her voice suddenly kind and soft, losing its brisk tone, “let’s go make ourselves a little more presentable.”  She lifted the bundle she’d carried in off the seat and separated part of it out, giving it to Michael.  “Here’s a clean shirt.”  She took his hand.  “The bathrooms are over here,” her voice faded as she led him toward the restrooms.

Liz shook her head.  “Michael’s practically passed out.”

“He did a lot last night, and drove for quite a while before that,” Max said.  “He’s going to be out like a light on the plane.  He’s good at sleeping, no matter what the circumstance.  He’ll be fine in a bit.”  He looked up as Liz felt a shadow fall over them.  The waitress was back.  

“Were those the friends you were waiting for?  Are you ready to order?”  Max smiled and picked up his menu, ordering his and Michael’s breakfasts.  Everyone ordered, then waited for the waitress to leave again before picking up their conversation.

Serena leaned in.  There was still no one seated near them in the diner, but she lowered her voice a bit anyway.  “Do you guys have some sort of plan for getting Jesse back?”

“How could we?” Max asked reasonably.  “We don’t know a thing about where he’s being held, except it’s in Boston.”

“How can you be so confident about getting him out, then?”

“They got me out more than two years ago, when we knew a lot less about how to use our powers effectively.  We had a little help back then too, of course, but that’s not available to us now.  We’re used to working on our own now, so it’s nothing to worry about.”

“Help?  What kind of help?”

Isabelle waved her hand.  “He’s dead.”  She looked a little upset at the reminder of Nasedo.  No wonder, now that they knew he’d been planning with Tess on handing them over to Khevar.  “Good riddance.”

Serena just looked confused.  Liz looked at her and offered a little explanation.  “He was a friend of Tess’s.  One of the full aliens.”  She shuddered, remembering when he’d kidnapped her, and indirectly got Max taken to the White Room.  “Don’t worry, Serena.  We’ll have to be careful, but we’ve got a big advantage over them.  There’s no way they can know we’re coming.  And they don’t know much about our abilities.”  Max squeezed her shoulder.  She looked up at him and suddenly noticed a line of worry on his forehead.  “What is it, Max?”
“Agent Pierce gave me an injection that dampened my powers.  They know a little about them.”

“They don’t have that black pentagon that cancels our power though, Max.  It’s hard to get close enough to us to inject us, even if they still know about that chemical.”

“That’s true.”

“Besides, I’m sure Nasedo purged their files and personnel as much as he could during his time as Agent Pierce.”

“So…er…if you don’t mind telling me, what can you guys do?” Serena asked, curiosity on her face.
“Well, you’ve seen the telekinesis already.”

“And you saw how I can change my appearance.  Michael can do that too.”

“Change your appearance?”

“Remember when Liz and I first met you?  I changed my appearance to follow you.  I was that Hispanic woman.”

Serena’s mouth opened wide in surprise.  “Oh!”

“Max creates a force field that can stop bullets.  And he can heal, of course.  Liz sees the future sometimes, though that’s a pretty new power.  You know about Kyle.”  As Serena’s eyes followed Isabelle’s gesture toward Kyle, Michael and Maria walked back to the booth and sat down, each on the end of one of the booth’s benches.  Isabelle continued her catalogue of abilities.  “And we three can alter submolecular structures, up to a point.”
“What the hell are you talking about?” Michael growled.  He seemed more alert, his face red from scrubbing, and his old shirt exchanged for a clean t-shirt.  Maria stuffed the bundle she’d made of her dirty shirt and Michael’s between her and Serena.

“I was giving Serena an idea of what we could do, Michael.  We were talking about what we’re going to do when we get to Boston.”

Michael’s appearance had improved, but it seemed his mood had not.  “What do you mean, ‘what we’re going to do’?  We’re going to break in where Jesse’s being held, get him out of there, and blast anyone who gets in our way in the process.”  Isabelle looked pleased with his determination to get her husband out.  Michael cracked a knuckle as he looked around.  He scowled.  “Where are the menus?  I want to order something to eat.  I’m starving.”

Maria looked annoyed at his change in attitude.  Max just slapped a friendly hand on his shoulder.  “Don’t worry, Maria took care of it while you were dozing.  I believe you got the largest breakfast available on the menu.”

Michael looked nonplussed.  “Oh.  Well.”  He looked over at Maria, who stuck her tongue out at him.  He seemed completely at a loss for a second, then he looked at Max again.  “You ordered the eggs sunny-side up, right?  I don’t like it when—”  He suddenly jumped, then looked across the table at Maria again as he reached down toward his leg.  “Er…I mean…thanks.”

“I ordered them scrambled.  Sorry.”

Michael was still rubbing his shin.  “No…no, that’s okay.”  Liz looked over at Maria and barely restrained a giggle.  Maria caught her eye and winked at her.
Everyone was silent for a second, then something occurred to Liz. “Oh, that’s right.  You didn’t hear about how Serena’s going to help us, did you, Michael, Maria?”
Maria looked at Serena.  “No.  What are you going to do?”

Serena reached into her large handbag and pulled out a wallet.  Inside were a couple of credit cards.  “We can get the tickets and rent a vehicle with these.  Using cash would look really suspicious.”

Michael looked a little wary.  “But won’t they just be able to trace the tickets back to you, then?”

Serena pulled out three cards and tossed them across the table to Michael.  “What do you think?” she asked with a smile.  He picked them up, looked for a second, then whistled, impressed.

“They’re all good?”

“What?  Show me!” Maria said, reaching out for the cards.  Michael handed them over to her.  “Oh!  They’re in different names!  You have three identities?”

Serena raised her finger to her lips, but nodded.  “Those are what I happened to have on me when you guys suddenly interrupted my life.”  The smile on her face belied the sting in her words.  She reached out to take her cards back from Maria.  “And I can help you guys with yours too.  That way we can find a place to settle down for a bit, keep out of sight while you decide what to do with your life.”

Isabelle was idly stirring the coffee in her cup, her chin resting in her hand.  “That reminds me, before everything went to hell in California, Kyle had a great idea for when we settle down.”

Liz watched as everyone seemed to perk up.  Just the hint of the hope of a normal life cheered everyone up enormously, even herself.  She listened as Isabelle began talking about opening a car garage.  It seemed kind of crazy to her, but Kyle’s flushed face spoke of his excitement at the idea, and Isabelle seemed taken with it too, surprisingly.  “Just think,” Isabelle was practically gushing, “we could use our powers to do paint and detail work almost instantly.  It’d be fast to set up a place, and it’d give us source of legal income!”  Liz felt Max shifting in his seat next to her, and looked over at him.  He seemed interested, if not excited.  But Michael, over on the other side, was listening with rapt attention.  She remembered when he’d worked on Maria’s car.  Maybe something like that interested him too.  It’d probably be a good idea, at least for a temporary solution.

As Liz gazed at Michael and considered their long-term options she noticed the waitress making her way toward them.  She elbowed Max and nodded toward their approaching food.  Max cleared his throat and sat up straight to smile at the waitress.  She began handing out their food.  Michael watched as she handed a food-laden plate to Kyle.  “Hey!” he said suddenly, “You got that big platter too?  Are your eggs sunny-side up?”  He looked down at his own scrambled eggs.

“Mi-chaeeeeeel!” Maria said in a dangerous voice, but he ignored her.

“No, no, Maria, it’s okay.  Yeah, they are.”  The waitress was finished handing out the food, but was slow to leave the table.  She seemed to be interested in the little tiff unfolding before her.  Kyle held up his plate.  “Want to trade?  I don’t mind scrambled.”

Michael nodded eagerly.  “Hell yes.  Here.”  He grabbed his own plate and handed it to Kyle.  As Kyle took Michael’s plate he suddenly began to shake.  Liz saw the first hints of green lightning run along his arms.  Serena must have seen it too.  She gasped and snatched the plate Michael had just handed Kyle out of Kyle’s hands.  Kyle closed his eyes and gripped the edge of the table with his now free hand.  As the little sparks ran up his fingers, Michael reached out and grabbed Kyle’s plate with the sunny side up eggs.  Maria turned to the waitress and thanked her for their food, in an attempt to distract her.
The waitress was concerned, however.  “Hey, are you okay?” she asked Kyle nervously.  Kyle’s hand on the table was white as bone, and his jaw was clenched.  He opened his eyes and relaxed with a slow sigh.  Serena set his plate down gently in front of him.

“Yeah, I’m fine…just tired.  I was…er…up all night driving.”  He pressed his hands to his forehead.  Liz saw a slight tremor in his fingers.  He was not feeling well.  “You guys, I’m not driving again until I get some sleep…” Kyle mumbled.

“Yeah, that’s all right Kyle.  We’ll be stopping tonight at a motel, I think,” Maria continued brightly.  The waitress smiled hesitantly and began to move away.

Michael looked over at Kyle.  “Thanks for the eggs,” he said as he picked up a piece of bacon.  “Damn!”  The waitress turned at the surprise in his voice.  He’d dropped the bacon back on the plate.  “This is ice cold!”

“It can’t be!” the waitress said.  Her eyes were sharp with suspicion.  “I just handed them out, the plates were all hot!”  She reached out and touched the edge of the plate, then jerked her fingers back with a squeak of surprise.  “It is cold!  How’d that happen?!?”  She rubbed her fingers over her clothes to warm them as she shot a suspicious look at Michael.  “Is this some kind of joke?”

Michael shot Kyle a dirty look, which was wasted, as Kyle was still staring down at the table and shivering, then looked back at the waitress.  “No.  Look, I don’t know what happened, but could I please have another plate?  I can’t eat this.”

Max reached out and picked up the plate, holding it up for the waitress.  “Here you go.  Please, could he have another?”

The waitress slowly brought her fingers into contact with the plate again.  She flinched as the touched the plate, the blinked in surprise and grasped it firmly.  “It’s not so cold now.”

Isabelle laughed weakly.  “It must have been your imagination.  Maybe it just cooled off on the way from the kitchen.”

The waitress didn’t look much mollified, but she nodded slowly and backed away a couple steps.  “Must be.”  She looked at Michael.  “I’ll be back with another plate.  Sunny side up, right?”

“Please,” Michael said politely and they all watched her walk off.

Max was rubbing his fingers with his other hand.  “That plate was so cold it hurt!” he muttered.  “You wouldn’t believe how much heat I had to put into it to make it room temperature!  We’re lucky the thing didn’t shatter!”

Liz let out a sigh as the waitress entered the door to the kitchen.  “Whew!  That was crazy!”  She laughed nervously as the tension slowly left her.

“Jesus, Kyle, you scared the shit out of me!” Michael hissed.

“Sorry,” Kyle apologized faintly, his eyes closed again.  Serena was looking at him with concern and maybe a little fear.  She hesitantly reached up and patted him on the shoulder.

“Er…are you alright?”

Kyle opened his eyes and looked around the table.  “Yeah.”  He took a shaky breath.  “I think so.  Damn, that’s inconvenient!”  He shook his head.

“You’re telling me,” Michael muttered, eyeing Kyle’s plate hungrily.  Maria shot him a look and Liz heard a dull thud under the table again.  Michael bit back a curse and winced.

Liz leaned forward and reached out to take Kyle’s hand.  “It’ll calm down in a day or two.  You’ll be fine, Kyle.”  He gave her a lopsided smile, then reached for his fork.

“Well, I don’t feel much like eating anymore, but…”  He began to dig in.  He seemed to be mostly back to normal.  Everyone sighed with relief and began to eat as Michael looked on with jealousy.  The waitress came back in a couple minutes Michael’s food, and bustled off again, obviously nervous around them.  The rest of breakfast was a tense affair, and Liz was glad when they all finished, paid the waitress, and hurried out of the diner. 

 Max began leading them in the direction the deputy had pointed when he dropped them off.  Isabelle pulled bills out her purse.  “How much do you think this is going to cost us?” she asked as they approached the garage.
Kyle shrugged.  “I don’t know.  It could be almost anything.”  He absently rubbed one of his arms, and Liz heard a few faint fizzes and crackles.  He was sparking again.  “I don’t know what I did.  I just hope it’s fixable.”  He sounded so apologetic.  Liz wished she could help him through this, but she couldn’t think of anything she could do except encourage him.  She could only do that so many times before she’d start to sound stupid.
Isabelle clapped him on the back, ignoring the shock it must have given her as the green lightnings crawled over her hand.  “Don’t worry about it, Kyle.  We all have things like that happen.  You should’ve seen some of the stuff Michael did, as recently as two year ago.”  Michael started to mutter something, but then he looked at Maria stopped.  “We’ll be fine,” Isabelle continued.  “It’s probably good this happend, because it forced us to stop and get a good meal.”  The cheeriness in her voice was a little forced, but Liz appreciated the effort she put into it.  It couldn’t be easy for her.  The delay had to be driving her insane.

“Ah, here we are,” Max sounded relieved.  He looked back, then reached out and pulled Kyle over to him.  “Why don’t you come with me.  You know more about cars, you can tell if they’re trying to scam us.”  Kyle looked relieved at the vote of confidence.  He nodded and followed Max up to the counter as the others settled down in the waiting room.  Max and Kyle stood for a few minutes at the counter as a mechanic talked to them.  Liz heard Max chuckle at something, then nod and wave at the mechanic casually has he turned toward the group.  Kyle and Max walked back over to them.

“Well, it’s a little expensive, but we’re lucky, they were able to fix the problem, and had the parts right here.”

Isabelle sighed.  “We’ve had such a run of bad luck, and now someone seems to be watching out for us.  First the deputy came along and helped us, and now the repair is quick too.”  She looked at Max.  “How much money do you need?”

“What was it?  Three hundred eighty something.”

Isabelle nodded, rifling through her bills.  “We’ll need four hundred, then.  Find your prettiest bills, everyone, I’m going to make hundreds.”  She got a real hundred dollar bill from Michael, and frowned in concentration as she transformed four of the crisper ones into hundreds.  After a few seconds she nodded with satisfaction.  “There.  That should do it.  Here you go.”  Max took the money and walked back to the mechanic.  Everyone else got up as Max paid the mechanic and followed him to where their van was waiting.  Max drove the van to the front door of the garage, then got out as everyone came out of the waiting room.  “I’m too tired still to drive safely.  Maria, could you get us to Alburquerque?”  Maria nodded.  Everyone else piled into the van.  

Liz couldn’t suppress a grimace of distaste as she climbed into the back seat.  Max caught a glimpse of her and laughed.  “It’s getting annoying, isn’t it?  I think we need another vehicle.”  She smiled, leaned against him, and nodded.

“Yeah.  But it’ll do.  We have more important things to consider right now.”

She shivered as he kissed the top of her head and pulled her close.  “I’m so glad you’re here with me, Liz.”
Her eyelids were so heavy.  They began to close as she leaned against her husband, but she was able to murmur a sleepy “I love you,” before she sank into the welcoming darkness.

*****

Serena watched as Maria stifled another yawn.  “Are you sure it’s safe for you to drive?”  She was a little embarrassed to be pestering Maria, but she was worried her newfound friend would put them all in danger by refusing to admit she was too tired to drive.  Maria gave her an annoyed look out of the corner of her eyes before bringing her gaze back to the road.

“Yes, I’ll be fine.”  Oh dear, she sounded upset.  “Stop asking that!”

“But—“  Serena bit her lip.  They seemed kind, and willing to let her in.  Far more willing than was strictly wise, actually.  She meant them no harm, but they really had no way of knowing that yet.   She didn’t dare push too much, though.  They would only take so much from her.  She turned her head to look out the passenger window.

“We’re only another fifteen minutes from town.  I’m going to find a large covered lot for us to park in, and get Isabelle to change the look of the van.  I’ll let someone else take over driving then.”  Serena looked down at her hands at the apologetic tone of Maria’s voice.  She understood why Maria wouldn’t—couldn’t—allow her to drive, but it still bothered her.  Maria continued, her voice lower.  “It’s the most I can do.”  One her hands rose unconsciously to finger her hair.  “Liz and Kyle can now help them out more.  Even you, without any alien magic, have important ways you can help us.  But me?  I’m excess baggage.”  Serena looked at her and gaped like an idiot.  Maria shot her another look, and her lips turned up in a sardonic smile as her eyes met Serena’s.  Her voice was still casual.  There was no anger or bitterness that Serena could detect.  “Why do you look so surprised?  It’s true, isn’t it?  I’m practically useless to them.  I’ll help however I can.  The least I can do is give them a little extra time to rest.  They’ll need all their energy when we get to Boston.”

Serena was struck nearly speechless.  Finally her thoughts settled enough for her force intelligible words out.  “What are you talking about?  Maria, you’re the emotional anchor of this entire group!”

“What?”  She looked confused.

“No, listen to me!  I’m not really a part of you guys yet, but I’ve seen the dynamics.  Liz depends on you, and to a lesser degree, Max.  I can see how they both look to you sometimes.  And anybody can tell you center Michael when he’s about to lose it.”

Maria snorted derisively.  “What are you talking about?”

Serena shrugged.  “I’m no psychologist, but when their emotions get out of whack, everyone else seems to wait for you to settle them.  I’d say that’s pretty important.”

Maria was silent for a moment, both hands on the steering wheel as she moved the van over into the right lane.  They passed a slightly faded green sign that read “Albuquerque – 5 miles”.  Serena watched Maria’s eyes follow the sign for a second, then turn to look at Serena.  “You think so?”

Serena couldn’t resist a grin at the uncertainty in Maria’s voice.  “Of course.”  She turned and looked out the window as she saw more houses along the highway.  “Don’t underestimate yourself.”  Her eyes began burn as she remembered all the times Dad had said that selfsame thing to her.  “If you do that, you can’t rise to your full potential.”  Serena waited for the stinging in her eyes to fade before she trusted herself to look forward again.  

Maria pulled off onto the exit ramp.  “This looks promising.  Help me find a parking garage or something, Serena.  Then we can wake the others.”

Serena scratched he head.  God, she was looking forward to a long soak in the tub.  They’d been on the road way too long.  “I’d suggest going toward the center of town.  That’s your best bet for finding something large.”  A few seconds later, Serena spotted a sign and pointed.  “There, Maria, the University of New Mexico.  Universities have parking garages most of the time.  That should be great.”  Maria nodded and followed the signs.  They drove up to a three story parking garage and breathed a sigh of relief when they saw it was open to the public.  Maria grabbed a timed ticket at the automated booth and drove in.  An idea occurred to Serena.  She turned to Maria.  “Try to park near another van, Maria.  If Isabelle’s going to change the appearance of the van, we might as well try to match one that already exists.  The confusion might buy us a little time if they try to identify us.”

Maria nodded.  “That’s a great idea.  I bet they’ll love it.”  

Serena basked in the glow of her praise for a split second, then wrenched her attention back to the situation at hand.  “I’ll wake the others.”  She unbuckled her belt and turned around in her seat.  Michael and Isabelle were in the seat directly behind her.  She reached out and tentatively and shook Isabelle’s knee.  “Isabelle,” she said, keeping her voice low, “Isabelle, wake up, we’re in Albuquerque.”  Isabelle stirred with a soft groan, and her eyes fluttered open.  “Isabelle, could you wake them up in the back seat?”  Isabelle’s eyes were blank and full of sleep.  “Isabelle, could you wake them back there?”  She blinked a couple of times, then seemed to rouse herself and nodded.  She levered herself up and turned around to wake her brother, his wife and Kyle.  Serena stretched out to shake Michael’s leg.  “Michael!  Michael!  We’re there!”  Michael jerked suddenly and sat up, looking around.  “We’re there.  We’re parking the van so Isabelle can change the way it looks, then we’re heading to airport.”

“Nnnngph.  Okay, okay.”  Michael rubbed his face and yawned, then looked around.  Isabelle was still waking the others.  As Serena faced forward Maria pulled into a spot.  

“We’re there already?” Max’s voice was a little slurred with sleep.  Maria shut off the van and turned around.

“We’re in a parking garage in middle of Albuquerque.  Serena had a cool idea, to find another van and try to copy it, license plate and all.”  Serena fidgeted.  She could feel everyone’s eyes on her.  Despite everything she’d seen about their kindness and…well…humanity, she still felt uncomfortable under the aliens’ gazes.  She heard rustling behind her.  “There’s a van that looks similar to ours a couple of spaces to the left.”

“That’s a great idea,” she heard Max say.

“Yeah,” Isabelle’s voice was muffled.  Serena turned to look.  Isabelle was rubbing her eyes and yawning.  She reached out and pulled open the side door of the van with a grunt.  “Let’s get this taken care of so we can get to the airport.”  She hopped out.

Serena turned and got out too, walking to the front of the van so Isabelle and the others could snake out between the van and the car next to them.  As soon as there was space for the others to move, Serena stopped and allowed herself a luxurious stretch.  The others behind her followed suit, Max and Liz standing close to each other and whispering something.  She heard a faint giggle from Liz as they broke apart.  Isabelle shot them an annoyed look before setting off to see the van Maria’d found.  The sound of a door slamming caught Serena’s attention.  Maria had gotten out of the driver’s side of their van and walked up to Michael, wrapping her arms around him.  Serena couldn’t help wondering exactly what it was about these aliens with their human partners.  As Maria backed off a step from Michael, she pulled him in the direction Isabelle had already gone.  “Maybe you can help Isabelle by taking care of the license plate,” Maria said as she pulled him after her.  Serena started to walk casually in the same direction, scanning their  floor of the garage for anyone who might be a witness to the van’s change.  Isabelle had her hand on the dark blue paint of the van, and Michael was crouching down, his hand reaching out to finger the van’s license plates.

“You’re lucky that guy doesn’t have an alarm hooked up,” Kyle commented, his hands in his pockets.  He looked much better for the sleep he’d gotten, but Serena couldn’t prevent an unconscious step back from him as he came up to stand beside her.  His eyes flickered in her direction at her movement, and his expression seemed to tighten a bit, but then he was looking at Isabelle and Michael again.

“Who says he doesn’t?” Isabelle asked.  “I was able to short it before it made any noise, that’s all.”

Kyle’s mouth moved for a second, then he shook his head and smiled.  “My god, you guys would make the best car thieves the world’s ever seen.”

“I like your other idea for making money better, Kyle,” Max said, his arm thrown around Liz’s shoulders.  He and Liz both seemed tired, still, but were smiling and joking freely.  Serena couldn’t believe how much difference an hour and half of sleep had made.  “The last thing we need is more attention from law enforcement!”  Kyle grinned back at him, then suddenly closed his eyes and took a step back.  His hand came out of his pocket and rose to his forehead.  Liz reached around Max and grabbed his arm just below the shoulder.

“Kyle, are you alright?”

“Yeah,” Kyle sighed.  “Just a little dizzy.  Everything sounds funny too.”

Liz held his arm with both hands as he steadied on his feet and shook his head back and forth a few times.  “It’ll pass Kyle.  It happened to me too.”

“No, I feel better.  It just lasted for a second, is all.”  Kyle opened his eyes and smiled at Liz.  “See, better already.”

Liz looked him over intently with narrowed eyes, then smiled and patted his arm.  “Yeah, you look better.  Hang in there.”

“Hey!”  Michael stood up from his crouched position in front of the van’s license plate.  “Let’s stop standing around like we’re all part of a freakshow.  Get back in the van, everyone, we’re going to be able to take off soon.”

Maria rolled her eyes as she snagged Liz’s arm in the crook of one elbow, and Serena’s with her other.  “My boyfriend is so charming.  Mr. Suave, that what’s we like to call him.”  She began to pull them back toward the van.  Isabelle was already there, her hand on the hood of the van.  Serena gaped as the turquoise paint under Isabelle’s hand turned navy blue.  Tentacles of the dark color spread over the front of the van, then over the rest of its body.  Maria let go of Serena’s arm long enough to pull the door of the van open.  Serena blankly raised a hand touched the outside of the van, then lifted her fingers away.  None of the color came off.  It felt like she’d touched the original paint of the van.  Serena couldn’t help feeling amazement.

“I didn’t repaint it, you know.”  Serena jumped as Isabelle’s voice, coming from directly behind her head, intruded on her thoughts.  “It won’t come off on you.”  Serena turned to look at her with wide, blank eyes.  “I just changed the light reflecting properties of the paint.  Didn’t have to do much at all.”  Isabelle placed a gentle hand on Serena’s back.  “Don’t worry about it.”  She gave Serena a little push.  “Get in.”

Serena stumbled a little as she climbed into the back seat of the van.  Kyle plopped down in the seat next to her as Isabelle sat down next to Liz and Maria in the very back.  Kyle reached out and shut the van door as Michael came around from the back of the van and climbed into the passenger seat.  Max looked at Michael as he started the van.  “Is it all taken care of?”

“Yeah, I changed the plate.  Let’s get to the airport.”  Max pulled out of the parking spot and began driving slowly toward the exit.  “How much is it going to cost, Maria?”  Max reached into his pocket with his free hand and began pulling change out of his pocket.

The seat creaked as Isabelle pulled herself forward.  “Don’t put the card back in, Max, just lift the lever.  We didn’t go to all this trouble to have them be able to trace us by the stupid parking ticket.”

Max mumbled something to himself as they pulled up to the exit, then lifted his hand toward the machine that controlled the exit lever.  Some sparks flew out from the machine and the lever shot up.  Max gunned the van and shot out of the parking garage.  “Okay, now where to?”

Maria spoke up from the rear seat.  “The airport’s south of here.  Turn right up here, it’s the direction I came from.  I saw some signs pointing the way to the airport, we’ll just have to keep our eyes open.”  Max drove for a few minutes before they spotted their first sign and began to make their way to the airport.  Serena knew there was no reason they should be stopped, but she couldn’t help breathing a relieved sigh when as they parked their van in the airport parking lot.  Everyone piled out of the van and gathered up their bags.

“Do we take everything with us, or leave what we don’t need in the van?” Serena asked.  She had more things than the others, and it was a little much to handle.

Max looked at the others.  “I – I can’t say for certain we’ll be back here.  We may decide it’s too much of a risk after getting Jesse away from the FBI.”  Liz slipped in next to Max and grabbed ahold of his hand as he continued speaking.  “Take everything.  We may end up leaving this van here for good, if we’re being followed too closely.”

“What about the airport…do you think security might be on the lookout for us?”  Serena was nervous.  The way it sounded the FBI was really gunning for the aliens and humans in this group.  “Albuquerque’s quite close to Roswell.  If they’re going to choose an airport to watch…” she let her voice trail off uncertainly.

Michael thrust his hands deeply into his pockets.  “You may have a point, but I think we’re pretty much stuck at this point.”  He looked around.  “Actually, having you join us is probably the biggest help for avoiding notice we could have.  If we split into two or three groups, and each group has a girl with one of your cards, we can pretend to be total strangers to each other.”

Maria smiled with delight.  “That’s a great idea, Michael!”

“Yeah,” Isabelle sounded slightly surprised.  “It is a good idea!  I can’t believe it!”  She smiled as Michael shot her a sour look.  “Can our signatures pass?  That’s the only danger I see.”

Serena dug through her purse and pulled out the three Visas she had.  “This one hasn’t been signed.  One of you should take it.  Sign it here, then your signature will match the card without a problem.”  Serena examined the other two, then shook her head and sighed.  “I’ve used these before, they’ve both been signed by me.  I guess the best quick solution is for you guys to look and see whose writing is closest to mine.”  The others all gathered around her as she turned over the other two cards.  “Anyone?”  Maria reached out for the card for a Terri Heller, holding it closer as she looked.

“I might be able to pull this one off okay,” she said.  Liz looked at Serena’s writing and shook her head, holding her hands out.  Isabelle looked at both cards with pursed lips, but then she looked at Maria.

“Let’s go with that, then.  I don’t think I could write like that and make it flow naturally.  My writing is a lot more loopy.”  She cocked her head.  “Max should travel with Kyle…well, for obvious reasons.  So one of us has to go with Max and Kyle.”  Isabelle looked at Maria.  “I think you should.  We should really try to split up our usual...er…pairings.  Hopefully, it will make identification more difficult.”  Isabelle reached out and, without even a nod of thanks, snatched the unsigned card out of Serena’s hands, then handed it to Liz.  Serena wrinkled her nose in annoyance, but made no other move.  “Liz and Michael can fly together.”  Isabelle turned her eyes to Serena.  Her gaze was intent.  Serena couldn’t help swallowing at the look in Isabelle’s eyes.  “That leaves Serena and me.”  Isabelle looked around at everyone.  “Well?  Any objections?”  Serena was relieved when everyone else shook their heads in silence.  At least she wasn’t the only one cowed by Isabelle’s brisk manner.  “Good!  Serena and I will go in first.  The girls should hang out in the bathroom nearest the door we enter at the airport.  Serena and I will find a flight, then give you guys the details for the flight in the restroom…hopefully that will keep us from attracting too much attention in the airport.”  Isabelle reached for one of Serena’s bags as she hefted her own in her other hand.  She jerked her head toward the terminal.  “C’mon then, Serena.  Let’s get going.”  

Serena followed after Isabelle, looking over her shoulder once at the others.  She’d really rather be going with Maria, or even Liz.  Serena hurried to keep up with Isabelle’s fast stride, grimacing as she jogged to keep up.  Isabelle could at least take into account that fact that Serena wasn’t immensely tall like she was.  Serena couldn’t help feeling like a child hurrying after her mother.  Isabelle brisk stride shortened a bit as they entered the airport.  Serena looked around and spotted the restrooms first.  She pointed.  “There.  Those are the nearest restrooms.”

“Yes, good, they’re easy to spot.  Let’s get a ticket to Boston!”  Isabelle was almost running to the nearest travel agency counter.  Serena jogged after her.

“Isabelle!  Isabelle!”  Isabelle didn’t slow down.  If anything, her stride lengthened.  Serena reached out and grabbed Isabelle by the arm.  “Isabelle!  Stop!”

The taller woman whirled on her with fury in her eyes.  “What!?!”

“You’re running.  Stop it, you’re attracting way too much attention.”

“I’m in a hurry.”

“Maybe, but the last thing you want to do is make us stick in everyone’s mind.  Calm down.” Serena hissed, then let go of Isabelle’s arm.

Isabelle looked at her for a second, then closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  Then she turned and began to calmly walk the rest of the distance to the travel agency’s desk.  When she reached the desk there was no line forming yet, so Isabelle took one of the two chairs for guests and calmly sat down.  She looked like an entirely different person than the one Serena had faced down a few seconds ago.  Serena sat down at the other chair as the woman at the desk looked up from her computer screen with a smile.

“Yes?” the woman asked, a polite smile on her face.  “Can I help you?”

“We want to get to Boston.  Could you get us on the next flight there?”

“Hmmm…”  The woman typed something on her computer, and some text appeared on the screen.  “There’re no direct flights to Boston from here,” Serena saw Isabelle clench her hand into a fist under the lip of the desk, out of the woman’s sight.  “But that’s not a big problem.  There’s a flight that connects at Dallas.  It leaves in half an hour.  Is that too soon?”

Isabelle opened her mouth to say something, but Serena quickly inserted herself into the conversation.  “How full is that flight?”  She ignored the daggers Isabelle shot in her direction.

“Quite full, I’m afraid.  There are…let’s see here…five more seats on that flight…well, three, after you two board.”  She shot the girls another smile.  “Shall I sign you up for that flight?”

Isabelle cleared her throat.  “When does the next flight for Boston leave?”

“Mmmmm…not for another hour.  You fly to Chicago and get another flight at O’Hare for Boston.”

Isabelle studiously avoided looking at Serena as she asked “And how full is that flight?”

“Hmmmm…only about half full.”

Serena nodded.  “That’s much better.  I have a thing about crowded flights.  We’ll take that one.”  Serena smiled and handed the woman her credit card.  The woman quickly set about getting their tickets ready.  After about fifteen minutes, Serena couldn’t help getting nervous.  If this took too long, there wouldn’t be time for the others to set up and catch this flight.  Finally, the woman finished her typing and handed them each some tickets.  They sped away from the counter and toward the restrooms as quickly as possible.  Maria and Liz were already waiting in the restroom, chatting happily.  Isabelle impatiently waited for an older woman to finish washing and drying her hands before she placed her hand on the swinging restroom door.  There was a small flash, and Isabelle removed her hand from the door with a satisfied nod.

“There, now no one will disturb us.”  She showed her tickets to Liz and Maria.  “Here’s the flight we got.  There’s an hour and a half layover at O’Hare, then we fly to Boston.  We’ll meet in the lobby at O’Hare again, okay?”  She waited impatiently for the girls to write down the pertinent information.  “Hurry you guys, you won’t have long to catch the flight.”

Serena interjected.  “One of you should go to that travel agency desk, and maybe the other should go to the airline counter,” she suggested.  Liz and Maria nodded and moved to leave the restroom, then stopped as they remembered that Isabelle had sealed the door.  Serena ducked into a stall as Isabelle went to let the girls out.  It was going to be a long time in the plane, and she hated airplane toilets with a passion.

*****

It was so comfortable here.  Kyle didn’t ever want to move.  A small distraction kept him from being completely content, but he strove to ignore it.  The crystal clarity of the sky was almost too perfect, and the robin’s egg blue of the sky was intense and piercing, relieved only by the wisps of cotton candy clouds over his head.  That small, annoying buzzing kept interfering with his attempt to relax completely.

“…up…yle….”

He flicked his hand impatiently at the muddled sound.

“We’re…ere…icago…ake..UP!”

It was more insistent.  Kyle closed his eyes and pressed his hands to his ears.

“Kyle!!!”

“Wha-?”  Kyle sat up, totally disoriented, and looked around.  Max’s hand was on his shoulder.  Maria was leaning forward in her seat and watching his face as he blinked and slowly got his bearings.  He must look like an idiot…he felt so confused.  The events of the past few days flooded back into his mind, and he settled back in his seat with a resigned sigh.  “Hey.  Thanks.  I’m up now.”  Max was watching him carefully.  Kyle could tell Max was sitting next to him in the capacity of a baby-sitter.  He hated it, but he understood the reason.  Who knew when he’d next explode in an unpredictable storm of alien power?  The last thing they needed was some reaction while they were up in the air.  Kyle wasn’t a genius, but he was far from stupid.  He knew why he was flying next to Max.  It was to keep him under control during the flight.  He wallowed in self pity for a minute, but then Maria’s bright voice jerked him out of his mood.

“We’re almost to Chicago.  Max and I were just talking, and we had an idea.  I thought we should talk it over with you before bringing it up with the others.”

Kyle licked his lips.  Airplane air was so dry.  He was glad he’d slept through most of this flight.  “What is it?”

“We were wondering if you think you’d be able to try locating Jesse again.”

“You don’t think he’s in Boston anymore?”

Maria shot him a glance.  “No.  It’s more like…we want you to pinpoint his location better.”

Kyle ran a hand through his hair.  “How am I supposed to do that?  I don’t know a damned thing about Boston.  There’s no way I could – “

Maria rolled her eyes.  “We know that.  But if you hold Isabelle’s hand while she dreamwalks Jesse again, and then we have a map of Boston in front of you…could you tell where he is, exactly?”

Kyle closed his eyes.  When he’d felt that Jesse was in Boston, it’s been an odd feeling of immediate and total knowledge pulled out of thin air.  He had no idea how his new ability worked, no sense of how his mind discovered the information.  After a second of self-examination, he sighed and reopened his eyes.  Max was eyeing him with concern.  “I have no idea.  But it’s worth a try.”

Maria was disappointed.  “You don’t have a guess as to whether you can…”  Maria made some waving motions with her hands as she raised her eyes ceilingward in what she obviously considered to be a descriptive gesture.  Max barely restrained a grin at her antics.  Kyle barely restrained a growl.

“No, I don’t.  I have no idea how they work.  It’s like I get an anonymous letter in my brain.  There’s no return address.  I don’t know how this stuff works.”  He snorted.  “I’m still having a hard time believing it does.”

Maria sat back in her seat with a huff and pouted at the seat before her.  “And here I thought it’d be such a good idea!”

Max shrugged.  “Maybe it is.  Kyle said he’d give it a try, Maria.  That’s all any of us can really ask.”  Max turned to Kyle.  “Make sure you give it a good try, though.  We’re really walking into Boston blind, and Jesse’s life depends on us right now.”

Kyle shot him a pained smile.  “I know.”  As if he could forget.  Isabelle hadn’t been normal for a moment since Jesse’s capture; her pain was a constant reminder of what they all feared.  He looked down at his hands and sighed.  “I’ll do my best.  It’s worth an attempt.”  A hand reached across his vision and he looked up.

“Sir, we’re landing.  Please fasten your seat belt.”  Kyle blushed and began to follow her request as he felt the plane assume a downward angle.  The flight attendant walked forward a couple more rows and stopped to help another passenger before strapping herself into a seat.  Kyle closed his eyes as the plane began to descend, pulling his thoughts together.  If he was going to search for Jesse’s exact location, he’d have to do it in the airport.  They didn’t have time to go anywhere else.  The plane jarred into the runway, but Kyle was so absorbed in his own thoughts that he didn’t notice the touchdown to solid earth, or the solid pressure pushing him forward as the plane braked.  He was readying himself for the task ahead.  He couldn’t collapse in the airport, or shoot green lightning out of his body in front of all those people.  He had to keep himself under control.

He jerked as he felt a hand grip his upper arm.  “Kyle?  Kyle, we’re disembarking.”  The hand shook him.  “Can you hear me?  Kyle?”  He raised his head.  “I think something’s wrong with him,” the voice continued, softer, as if it spoke to someone else.

“I’m okay,” Kyle managed as his hands fumbled with his seatbelt.  “I was just…concentrating.”

“On what?” the voice asked.  It was Max speaking.

“On not losing control.  I feel like forces are whirling around under my skin, and if I look away for a split second they’ll all come bursting out.”  Kyle shook his head as the seatbelt disengaged, then began to rise to his feet.  “I’m so disoriented.”  He raised his hand to his forehead.  “This isn’t right.”

He felt a hand on his shoulder.  “Steady,” Max said in a low voice.  His hand was hot; Kyle knew Max was healing him in some way, strengthening him.  His hands slowly stopped shaking, and he drew a deep breath.  “Okay?” Max asked.  “We have to get going, people are starting to give us weird looks.  The last thing we want is for everyone on the plane to remember us.”

“Yeah,” Kyle muttered, turning toward the aisle.  “I’ll be fine.  Thanks.  Let’s get out of here.”  They began to make their way out of the plane, pushing and shoving like all the rest, doing their best to blend in.  Kyle looked around the airport as they exited the ramp.  It was huge, and far busier than he could have ever imagined.  Maria grabbed his hand with a smile and pulled him forward.

“C’mon, there’s a store over there.  They’re sure to have a map of Boston!”  Kyle looked around for Max, but he seemed to have disappeared into the crowds.

“Wait, where’s–“

“He’s gathering the others.  We’re meeting at the food court.”

Kyle was annoyed at their heavy-handed treatment of him.  “I wish you would tell me about what you’re planning ahead of time.”

Maria looked back at him as she threaded through the crowds of people.  “I think you needed the sleep you got more.  Besides, you have to learn how to roll with the punches.”  She tugged his arm harder.  “Now stop whining.  We only have about an hour until our next flight.”

He shrugged and stopped pulling back, letting her lead him where she would.  They made it into the little shop and looked around for maps.  Maria made an “ah” of discovery and yanked him over toward a stand filled with different maps.  They began leafing through them.  Most of the maps, by far, were of the Chicago area.  Finally, Kyle sighed.  ‘I think we’re just going to have to get a full U.S. atlas.  There’s nothing just for Boston here.”

Maria’s eyes scanned the rack then she picked up a U.S. atlas and began to scan through its index.  “Massachusetts…Massa…here it is!”  She turned to the correct page.  “There, Boston.  Hmmm…this looks like an okay map.”  She looked up at him and grinned.  “Good enough for the purposes of our experiment, I think.”  Kyle shrugged and nodded.  He still wasn’t convinced it would work, himself.  Maria pushed her way to the counter and purchased the large atlas, then turned back to him.  “Now, the food court,” she said and took off again.  Kyle bit back an annoyed curse and struggled through the crowd after her.

“Hey, everyone!” she called out, waving at a couple of small tables pulled together to make a larger surface.  Everyone else was already there.  Isabelle and Serena were eating some ice cream, the others had drinks.  As Kyle took his seat Isabelle pushed a cup of soft-serve chocolate ice cream his way.

“I thought you might like something,” she said, shrugging.  “Hope you like chocolate.”

Kyle smiled as he sat down.  “Yeah, that’s great.  Thanks.”  She was acting strange.  Kyle shrugged and ate a spoonful.  It was nice and cool, just what he needed to beat the summer heat.  And the sugar gave him a little spurt of energy.  Maria was spreading the atlas on the tables as she sipped from a cup Michael had handed her.  She smoothed the pages down, and Kyle saw it was already open on the city of Boston.

“Max told you what we were thinking, right?” Maria asked, pointing at the Boston inset on the atlas page.  She looked up at Isabelle.  “Are you up to it?”

Isabelle’s face was hard and determined.  “I’m ready for anything we have to do to save Jesse.”  Maria nodded.  Isabelle pushed her half-finished cup of ice cream aside.  “Kyle, give me your hand.”

Kyle felt obliged to warn Isabelle of his misgivings.  “I’m not sure this will work, you know.  I may not be able to—“

“Do you think I’m an idiot?” Isabelle flared at him, grabbing his hand.  Kyle sat back in his seat as she glared at him.  “I know you don’t know if it’ll work.  You just started knowing what your powers were.  It’d be stupid of me to expect otherwise.  But you’d better do your best!”

Max leaned forward.  “Iz, that’s not fair.”

“But he—“

“He just wanted to be sure you understood he couldn’t promise anything.  Calm down, Iz.  We’re almost there.  Whether this works or not, we’re going to rescue Jesse.”

Isabelle’s grip on Kyle’s hand tightened until it hurt as she stared down at the tabletop.  Then she relaxed her hold and looked up again, much calmer.  “Alright.  I got it.”  She looked at Kyle.  “Sorry.  Let’s do this.”

Kyle nodded, scared to say anything to her now.  She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.  She was getting better at this stuff; she didn’t even have to lie down first.  He watched her, wondering how he would know if she’d made contact with Jesse.  Suddenly streets and buildings were flashing through his thoughts, and he knew she had made contact with him, because he was homing in on a location.  He closed his eyes to make the visions flashing though his head clearer and blindly reached for the map of Boston.  Somehow he knew exactly where he was reaching.  As his finger neared the building he was seeing in his mind’s eyes, a sense of rightness fell over his thoughts, much as Isabelle had described her understanding of when a particular car part was fixed correctly with her powers.  When he felt he was pointing to the correct place on the map, he had the presence of mind to let his friends know.  “Here…it’s here.”  Suddenly the picture he had in his head blanked out.  He slowly opened his eyes, and the first thing he saw was Isabelle’s face.  Her eyes were still closed, and both of her hands held tightly to his fingers as a tear ran down her cheek.  After a second of silence from everyone at the table, she took a deep breath, wiped her face, and opened her eyes.

“Sorry,” she muttered with a sniff, reaching for a napkin.

Kyle looked over at his other hand, still resting on the map.  Someone had drawn a partial circle around his fingertip.  He removed his finger and Liz leaned forward and completed the circle with a blue pen.  The spot where he’d pointed was in the northern half of Boston, not far from the water.  It wasn’t too far from the airport.  Max was smiling at Kyle.  “I’m glad you were able to help, Kyle.  This will make it much easier to get to Jesse quickly.”

A wave of exhaustion nearly overwhelmed Kyle.  He closed his eyes for a moment, then forced them open and reached with trembling hands for his slowly melting ice cream.  He raised a spoonful to his mouth, and the cold shock against his tongue was refreshing.  The sugar seemed to help a bit too.  Kyle looked over at Isabelle, who was still wiping her nose.  He reached out and pushed her ice cream toward her.

“It helps to eat something.”  Isabelle looked up at him.  She seemed doubtful.  “Really.  It’ll take your mind off things for a bit if nothing else.  We’ll get him back, Isabelle.”  She looked at him for a moment, then down at what was left of her ice cream.  Without any change in expression she reached out and slowly ran her spoon through it, picking up a sloppy spoonful.  She raised it to her mouth and ate it mechanically, never saying a word to him.  He continued to eat his ice cream without comment, struggling to control his annoyance.  He’d done nothing to deserve that kind of treatment from her.  After a few minutes of silent fuming he closed his eyes and thought about Buddha’s teachings.  Her snub was a small matter, not really worth this much resentment.  He sighed and did his best to let it go.  He had enough things to worry about without getting bent out of shape over Isabelle’s ill temper.

*****

Liz stretched and yawned.  Night was beginning to fall in Boston.  She could smell the tang of salt in the air, it was hard to get used to.  At least the breeze off the ocean made it much cooler here than it’d been in either Arizona or Illinois.  The SUV they’d rented jerked her to the left and her shoulder hit the side of the vehicle.

“Sorry guys!” Maria called out over her shoulder.  “Traffic’s a little crazy here.  It’s okay now, though.  I think we’re in the right lane.”  She looked over at the passenger seat.  “Michael, I’ll have to turn left, right?”  Michael looked down at the atlas and his finger traced along the page for a second, then he nodded.  “Good, we should be okay then,” Maria said, satisfied.

Liz turned her head as a warm hand wrapped itself around hers.  “You okay there, Liz?”  Liz smiled and craned her neck up to give Max a kiss.

“Of course.”

“I missed you on that flight.”  His hand tightened on hers.

“What?” Maria’s voice broke in on their reverie.  “I wasn’t good enough company for you?”

“Maria!”  Liz laughed and reached forward to slap her friend on the shoulder.  As her hand made contact with the soft, silky polyester of Maria’s shirt, a shock ran through her.  The hand Max held clenched and the hand on Maria’s shoulder hung there as if held with glue.

“…Liz….?” A voice was calling her, but it was too far away, she could barely hear whoever it was.  Instead, she was absorbed in the scene before her.


Michael’s deep voice rang throughout the vehicle.  “Watch out, Maria!  NO!”  He held out both hands as Maria screamed and began to turn the steering wheel.  White light enveloped the front seat—Michael was using his powers to do something.  Maria slammed on the brakes.  They squealed in protest, but slowed the SUV.  Everyone was flung forward.  Max flew right between Maria and Michael and through the windshield even as Liz reached for him.  She heard something begin to crunch, as if a giant were chewing rocks right next to her ear, and the vehicle’s body began to press against her.  Before she even had time to understand what was going on, everything descended into sudden darkness and silence.


Liz blinked and strove to see what was happening around her.  When she reopened her eyes all she saw was carnage.  She was floating in the air above the road.  She looked around, trying to take in her surroundings.  It took her a moment to recognize the SUV they’d rented at the airport.  The driver’s side was a tangled mess of crushed metal and…Liz raised her hands to her mouth as she screamed.  There was misted blood all over the scene.  A disconnected arm, severed by a sheet of steel, lay before her.  Up near the shoulder lay the tatters of Maria’s shirt, barely recognizable through the red.  Over to the side Liz saw a mass of dark hair, long and straight.  She thought it was her hair, but the shape of the head it covered was wrong…there was no way she was still alive, if it was her.  She looked forward.  Max had flown out the windshield…where was he?  She had to find him!


Then Liz noticed movement on the scene.  Men were picking their way through the rubble…carrying Max.  Two were holding Max up.  He looked unconscious, but his legs…they shouldn’t bend that way.  They must be broken.  Why were the men dragging him along?  Shouldn’t they put him in a stretcher first?  Then she saw a man escorting those holding Max.  His dark jacket had large letters on the back: FBI.  She began to cry.  They weren’t planning on helping Max.  They’d probably use the pain of his shattered legs to torture him more.


Something caught her eye, more movement.  She turned her head.  Michael, blood pouring out of his mouth.  As she turned, he coughed up more in a sickening flood.  He was standing on his own, though one hand hung useless from his shoulder.  He raised the other hand toward some more of the FBI agents, and a red flower suddenly blossomed on his chest as a loud report rang in Liz’s ears.  Liz’s vision began to waver and become indistinct as she watched him stagger once and fall to the ground.  She was grateful that her tears were obscuring this vision.  This was all too horrible to contemplate, even worse than the premonition she’d received before graduation.  She didn’t want to see any more.  She closed her eyes and shook her head violently, willing it to end.  She wouldn’t allow this to happen, she couldn’t!


“Liz!  Liz!”  Someone was shaking her.  Liz raised her head slowly, a deep tearing sob shaking through her body.  She turned and looked.  The hand belonged to Kyle, but it wasn’t Kyle’s voice calling to her.  She suddenly felt pain in her hand.  Max, Max was holding her hand.  He was still alive and well, her vision hadn’t come to pass yet.


“Max,” she screamed and turned around to face him, tearing her hand from his grip.  “You’re okay!”  She wrapped her arms around his neck and buried her face in his shoulder, sobbing uncontrollably.


“It’s just ahead,” Kyle said.  His voice was wooden and expressionless.  “What she saw is down this road another three miles.”


“What’d she see?” Maria.  Liz clenched her hands on Max’s back.  When she’d seen Maria’s arm, lying there on the road…


“I-I don’t know.”  Liz struggled to regain control of herself.  Three miles wasn’t far, they didn’t have much time.  “But I know where it happens.”


“Whatever it was, it doesn’t sound good,” Isabelle commented from the back.  “Maybe you should turn off, Maria.”


“Liz, Liz, tell me.  Tell me what you saw.  Please, calm down.”  Liz gulped and looked up into Max’s beautiful eyes.  She couldn’t let that happen to him.  She closed her eyes, took a deep and shuddering breath, and opened them again.


“It was a car accident.  Bad.  I was dead, Maria was…probably dead.  The FBI was there—probably because Michael used his powers to do something.  They—they shot Michael.  I saw him…fall…”  The tears came again, the pain of her vision overwhelmed her once more and she buried herself in Max’s embrace again.


“I’d say that’s bad,” Michael remarked dryly.  “Turn off, Maria, the first chance you get.  It doesn’t matter where, we can’t let that happen.”


“But what about the FBI?  How’d they get to the accident scene so quickly?  Have they set up a trap for us?”  Serena sounded frightened.


Maria hit the brakes hard and turned right, toward the seashore.  “It doesn’t matter.”  Her voice was hard and determined.  “We can’t get into that accident, we have to stay away from the scene.”


“Kyle, can you tell anything else about the accident scene?”


“No, sorry, just the location.”  He paused, then spoke up again, a little hesitantly.  “About the FBI setting a trap—I don’t know.”


“Liz,” Max’s face was against the top of her head, she could feel his lips move against her hair as he hugged her close.  “Please, we need to know more.  Was it a trap?  Is the FBI onto us somehow?”  His hands held her tight, exactly like she needed them to, and his voice was soft and enveloping, just what she needed to calm down.  She counted to ten under her breath, then pushed back from her tight hug.


“I don’t know.  I couldn’t see what caused the accident.  I was in my seat for the accident itself…then…after…I was floating above, watching everything.”  She closed her eyes and concentrated, trying to remember the surroundings of the wreckage, but the vivid images of her friends’ injuries and deaths kept intruding.  She took a shuddering breath and tried again.  She felt hands on her face, one cradling her cheek and the other massaging her temple.


“Calm down, Liz.”  Soft lips on her forehead.  “You can do this.”


There were quite a few agents, but their outfits were messy, as if hastily donned.  There were other cars involved in the incident, crushed and crumpled almost past all recognition.  People, some dead, some crying out for help, none of them in uniform…


“I don’t think so.  The FBI looked disorganized, and there were at least three other cars I remember seeing, with other injured people.”  Liz opened her eyes and looked around the SUV at her friends.  They were all watching her intently except for Maria, who was driving slowly down the street they’d turned on to.


“It’s possible,” Michael said, “that my use of my powers was seen…the place where they’re holding Jesse isn’t far from here.  I bet they’d come running if they heard about us being in the area.”  He leaned forward and turned on the radio.  “Let’s listen.  If we hear about this accident, it should mean it wasn’t a setup.  Maybe it’s just bad luck, and we’ve avoided it now.”  He flipped through stations until he settled on a promising talk radio station.  Then he pulled out the map and peered at it.  “Damn, it’s too dark to see these fucking road names.”


“Michael,” Maria snapped, exasperated.

“What?”


Liz looked up at her friend.  Maria was gripping the steering wheel so tight it looked like she’d rip it off the steering column soon.  “Cut down on the language.”  She took a deep breath.  “The map light’s above the rearview mirror, use it.”


“Yeah, okay.  Sorry,” Michael muttered as he reached up and turned on the light.


A muscle in Maria’s cheek jumped; her jaw was clenched.  She took a deep breath and slowly unfolded one of her hands from the steering wheel.  She reached over and touched Michael’s shoulder.  “I’m sorry too, I shouldn’t have snapped at you.  That was stupid.”


“Hey, we’re all tense,” Kyle cracked, trying to make peace.  Liz looked back at him.  His face looked haggard, his eyes dark and tired.  She smiled at him as she wiped tears off her face.


“Thank goodness you’re here, Kyle.  I couldn’t see enough to tell where this would happen.  Without you, we’d probably still have gotten in the accident.”  He smiled crookedly back at her.


“Hold it!” Michael held up a hand, raising his head from his study of the atlas.  He leaned forward and turned up the radio.


“…Salem Turnpike.  The whole road is blocked off with a large accident covering most or all of the lanes…Reports are coming in that a tanker truck jackknifed and lost control.  There are multiple vehicles involved in the incident.  I hear that-what?  Okay.  Multiple fatalities, ambulances have been called to the scene.  This looks like a nasty one, people, avoid the turnpike, find yourself an alternate route.”  Michael turned the radio back down, then continued poring over the map.   

“Okay…there’s only one road that will get north from here now, North Shore Drive.  I hope this isn’t a trap, because we’ve only got one way out of here.”


“It can’t be a trap,” Max said.  “I don’t believe anyone could pull something like that.  We weren’t there so they had no reason to stage such an accident.”


“Maybe they allowed it to go forward to lull us into complacency,” Serena argued.  Her eyes were a little wild.


“No,” Isabelle disagreed, “they don’t know about Liz’s ability to see the future.  It was just chance.”


“You’re only saying that because you want us to go and rescue your husband,” Serena accused.  She gripped the seat in front of her tightly.  “I’m scared.  The last thing I want to do is die.  I’ve fought too hard for too long to let that happen to me now!”


Liz had gathered herself back together again.  She leaned forward and took Serena’s hand with a smile.  Isabelle opened her mouth to say something.  Something nasty, from the look on her face, but Liz shook her head at her gently and turned back to Serena.  “No, Serena, that’s not fair.  What Isabelle said is true.  They don’t know about my ability.  They can’t, because it appeared only a couple weeks ago, just before we fled Roswell.  And only the people in this vehicle know a thing about it.”


Serena stared at Liz intently, her hands gripping Liz’s tightly.  She closed her eyes for a moment and her lips moved as if she were muttering a prayer, then she opened them again and turned to Isabelle.  “I’m sorry,” she whispered.  “I’m just so scared…”  Isabelle just nodded.  Liz suppressed a sigh.  That would have to be good enough.


“Okay, people, it’s going to take a little longer to get to the place Kyle pointed us to, but we’re going to be fine.” Maria’s voice was artificially cheery.  Liz turned forward and touched her shoulder.  Maria was so tense.  Maybe Liz could help her out a little, Maria was taking so much on herself.  Liz’s grip tightened on Maria’s back.  “Uh, Liz?”  Maria’s voice was tentative, but held an undercurrent of sudden cheer.


“Yeah?”


“You remember what I told you about massages?”


“Umm…you said I give horrible ones.”


“Yeah, well, girlfriend…that hasn’t changed.”


“Oh!” Liz withdrew her hand with a rueful chuckle.  Maria was smiling now, a genuine smile, half relief, half good humor.  Michael snickered as he studied the map.  Liz grinned.  Even at the cost of her pride, it was good to lighten the mood a little.


“Only a couple more miles, you guys,” Michael said.  Everyone’s face was suddenly serious. Liz could hear Isabelle’s loud breathing as she leaned forward.  Max’s hand tightened over hers.  Soon, they would have Jesse out.

*****

“Greer reporting.  Two—no, make that four, subjects approaching my position.”

“Copy.  Nature of the subjects?”

Agent Greer looked them over with a critical eye.  There were two couples and all of them looked like they were in their teens.  One of the girls, the short blonde, appeared especially drunk.  Her partner was a guy with shoulder length hair and swarthy skin.  He tried to keep her walking in a relatively straight line, but his own sense of direction appeared to be seriously impaired as well.  The girl kept stumbling into things, weaving from side to side unsteadily as the four approached Greer’s position.

The other couple appeared to be in better control of themselves, even if their own steps wandered from the straight and narrow a bit.  The girl was taller than her pale blonde companion.  The guy looked terribly serious, as if attempting to hide his condition took all his concentration.  The woman appeared to be amused by the other girl’s poor condition, going so far as to shove the smaller girl aside every time she stumbled near.  Greer raised his radio to his mouth.  “Harmless.  Some kids wandering around drunk after a party.”

“Copy.  O’Leary spotted these coming your way a few minutes ago.  Stay in position.”

“Roger,” he said quietly, then slipped the radio back into his large ratty trenchcoat.  He pulled out the bottle he had in his other pocket, still in the paper bag, and took an obvious swig as the kids neared him.

“Hey!” the amused girl said, peering at his face in the poor light.  “Feel like sharing the wealth?”  She reached out with a grin for the drunken girl and yanked her over to her side.  “Emily here is waaaaaay too sober, she needs something else to keep her going.”  As she yanked the smaller girl over to stand in front of Greer, the drunken girl’s shoulders began to heave.  Greer took a worried step back before remembering he was supposed to be a street drunk, someone who would only have a little trouble with being vomited on.  The girl reached out a hand and rested it on his arm as she shook.  Her companion reached out and rubbed her shoulders, pulling her gently away from Greer with some muttered words of comfort.  The other woman only laughed and continued on, the others following after.  Greer watched them leave then radioed the all clear back to headquarters.

*****

“That’s two,” Liz murmured to Michael as they stumbled away.  She lurched over in Isabelle’s direction.  “Did you get a good look at his face?  Or do we need to get close again?”  

“No, I got a good view of his face.  Let’s get out of sight and back to the van.  I feel bad about leaving Maria there alone with Serena and Kyle.”

Michael agreed.  You never knew what Kyle was going to do next, in his condition, and they still couldn’t let their guard all the way down around Serena, although he had to admit she’d given them no reason to distrust her.  “Besides,” he added in softly, “We’ve already weaved our way down two of the streets around this block.  If we turn the corner again, the feds are bound to get suspicious, no matter how drunk we’re supposed to be.  I don’t want to push it.  The last thing we want to do is give warning to the bastards.”  Liz’s drunken act got a little out of hand as she nearly let herself fall over.  Mindful of the agent’s eyes upon his back, Michael clumsily pulled Liz back toward him.  As she practically fell against him she put herself into a spin, whipping her now blonde hair across his face.  Michael couldn’t help his exasperated “Stop that!”  He tried to make himself sound tipsy, but didn’t succeed very well.  They were a distance away from that agent now, though.  Maybe he hadn’t noticed.

“Don’t you think you’re overdoing this a little, Liz?”  Max sounded a little upset.  Michael glanced over at him and couldn’t resist a snicker.  He’d made himself look so pale, it looked like he’d soaked in a vat of bleach before coming out tonight.

“You’ve got to learn to tone down that color change, Maxwell.  You look like a ghost!”  Before Max could splutter an annoyed protest Isabelle yanked him into an alley by his elbow.  Michael and Liz followed suit.  As soon as they were out of sight they all expelled sighs of relief.  Michael closed his eyes and willed his body back to normal.  When he opened his eyes Isabelle was shimmering back to her old self, and Max was slowly working on it.  Michael couldn’t suppress a surge of satisfaction when he saw Max having difficulty with this aspect of their powers.  He wasn’t the slow one on everything.  Michael turned to Liz, who was fingering her newly blonde hair nervously as she watched them.

“Ready?” he asked, holding up one hand.  She nodded and he brought the color of her hair back to its normal brown, then lowered his hand again.  “There.”  He looked back at Max, who was finally finished with his own transformation.  “Let’s get back to the others.”  He strode back toward Maria.

They reached the SUV.  Its dark color helped it retreat into the background.  Maria jogged out to meet them, throwing her arms around Michael’s neck.

“I’m so glad you’re back!  Waiting for you guys when you’re doing something like that is the most nerve-wracking thing in the world!”  She gave him a peck before turning to greet the others.  Michael casually allowed his arm to snake around her back, over her shoulders.  Kyle and Serena jumped out of the van as Isabelle, Liz and Max arrived.

Liz lifted a lock of her hair and examined it critically.  “Maria, does this look right to you?”  She frowned, and turned to Michael without waiting for an answer from Maria.  “Michael, did you change my hair?  I wanted it turned back to normal!”

Michael shrugged.  He’d done the best he could with what he remembered.  Did she expect him to carry a photo of her around so he could turn her hair the perfect shade of brown?  He had better things to do.  “Looks right to me.”

Liz turned to Max, holding the hair up.  “What do you think?”

Max kissed her.  “It’s perfect, Liz.  Don’t worry about it.”

Isabelle was tapping her foot impatiently.  “I’m ready to dreamwalk that agent.  Hopefully we can find out more about the layout of that warehouse and the FBI’s security in there from inside his head.”  She looked at Serena.  “Did you find anything in your files on those CDs?  Have you ever heard of the FBI using this building for this kind of purpose before?”

Serena shook her head.  “No.  This building’s not in my database.  I figure, from what you’ve told me, that the FBI simply saw this as the perfect opportunity to grab Jesse.  They probably just took the place over right before they snatched him up.”

Isabelle sighed but nodded her understanding and turned to Liz.  “Did you sense anything?  Did you touch anything that gave you a vision?”

Liz looked up and dropped the lock of hair she’d been looking at.  “When you pushed me into the second agent I saw us taking him out.”

Isabelle raised a surprised eyebrow.

“When you say ‘taking him out’, did you mean ‘taking him out’ as in knocking him out, or ‘taking him out’ as in ‘taking him out’?”  Kyle seemed nervous as he asked Liz his question.  Liz just shook her head.

“He fell to the ground and Max and I ran by him, around the corner of the warehouse.  I don’t know exactly what we did to him, if that’s what you want to know.”  Her voice got quiet.  “I don’t know if I really want to kill them.  We have to get Jesse out of there, but…”  Max walked over to her.  Michael ignored them.  Max could take care of her.  Michael knew he wouldn’t go out of his way to kill anyone.  He swallowed as he remembered killing Agent Pierce.  But he wouldn’t let that hesitation stop him from doing what he had to do to keep them all safe.  If need be, he could kill again.  

“Michael,” Maria’s voice was soft, but a little strained.  “Michael, your hand.”  

He realized he held Maria’s shoulder in a death grip.  He relaxed his hand.  “Sorry.”  He winced at the sullenness of his tone, waiting for an acerbic remark from Maria.  Instead, she turned and engulfed him in a hug.

“Michael, don’t hate yourself like that.”  She squeezed him tight.  “You’d better come back to me, you hear me?  Or I’ll be very upset with you.”  She held him so tight he couldn’t see her face, but he heard threatening tears in her voice.  He wordlessly hugged her back.  What could he say?

After a moment he realized everyone else was silent too.  He looked up and around.  Everyone was watching Isabelle.  She stood stiffly at attention, her hands rigid at her sides and her eyes tightly closed.  Michael felt Maria stir and turn to watch the scene as well.  One of her hands let go of its death grip on his back and wiped something from her face.  His hands curled around her protectively.  He hated it when she cried.

Isabelle began to sway on her feet.  Kyle took a couple of steps toward her and waited by her side as her eyes moved rapidly under her eyelids.  She gasped and took an unsteady step back.  Kyle’s arm shot out to catch a fall, but she regained her balance and opened her eyes cautiously.

“What’d you see?  Anything useful?”  Max’s voice was tense, but eager.

Isabelle shook her head once, as if to clear it, then she cleared her throat.  “I got in.  I seem to be getting better at this.  He was resistant to me, but that didn’t slow me down much, this time.”  She shivered and wrapped her arms around herself.  “I’m not so sure that’s a good thing.  It reminds me of Tess too much.”  Her voice suddenly became brisk and businesslike again.  “He knew a lot about the security for the building.  Serena was right, they just commandeered the building and prepared it for Jesse’s…interrogation…overnight.  This won’t be nearly as hard as it could’ve been.”  Everyone, including Michael, breathed a collective sigh of relief.  “There are five agents scattered around the perimeter of the building.  Since it takes up the whole block, and this area has some homeless hangouts, they’ve been able to keep a low profile rather easily.  Inside is the interrogation team.”  If Isabelle’s voice had been brisk before, now it was cold and hard as steel.  “This agent, Agent Greer, thinks there are four people in there regularly, but sometimes others come to visit, and he isn’t always informed.”

“So there’s at least nine, maybe more, FBI agents we have to neutralize somehow.  Anything else?” Max asked.

Isabelle nodded.  “The interrogations are being recorded, of course.  And there are security cameras throughout the building too.  The good news is they’re not hidden.  The bad news is, Greer’s not in there much.  He doesn’t know how many cameras there are, he doesn’t know where the tapes are stored, and he doesn’t know how many cameras there are.”  

“Great.” Michael said sourly.  “So we have to take out the five agents outside, and move through the building, finding and destroying cameras as we go, then take on the four or more agents inside the building without giving them a chance to hurt or kill Jesse, and then we have to hope the whole thing isn’t on tape somewhere just waiting for the FBI to find it.”  Everyone fell into a depressed silence.  Isabelle closed her eyes again and raised her fingers to her forehead, a wrinkle of worry forming between her brows.  Michael felt a little bad.  He hadn’t meant for his comment to affect everyone this way.  He expected Maria to kick him in the shin again, or say “Michael” in that annoying way she had, but she only held him tighter.

Isabelle suddenly snapped her fingers.  Michael jumped, startled.  She was smiling!  “Greer overheard one of the other guys, one of the guys in the building, complaining about the electricity!  This area sometimes loses power, and they don’t have a backup generator set up here!  That’s how we can protect ourselves!  Cut the power!”

“What if they have night-vision goggles or something?”

She shrugged.  “We hit ‘em fast, right after the lights go out.”  She flung her hand out toward the building where her husband was held, hidden from view, but looming large in their minds nonetheless.  “The five agents outside don’t have goggles on them.  At least, Greer didn’t.  And the ones inside probably don’t carry them with them at all time, even if they have them.  We hit them fast enough, they won’t have them.  And knocking out the power eliminates the possibility of the FBI getting video on us.”

“We have to get the guys outside first,” Max said.  “If we leave them outside, they can storm in from any direction and take us by surprise.”

“But we want to get to Jesse as quick as possible too!” Liz interjected.  “Michael is right, all they have to do to stop us in our tracks is hold a gun to Jesse’s head.  We can’t run around knocking all these agents around the block out.  That gives the guys inside too much time to realize what’s up.”

“And who’s going to knock the power out?” Isabelle pressed.  “We can’t split into three groups, that’s just asking to be taken out one by one.”

Maria pulled away from Michael and stepped into the middle of the conversation.  “I have an idea.”  Everyone turned to look at her.  “Serena and I will take out the power.  Then Isabelle, Michael, and Kyle go in after Jesse while Liz and Max go around getting all the perimeter agents.”

Isabelle looked surprised.  “How are you going to take care of the electricity?”

Maria pointed at their rented SUV.  “It’s got that winch thing.”  She shrugged.  “We tie it around a pole and pull it down.  If that doesn’t work, we ram it.”  Michael was shocked by the matter of fact tone of her voice, and more than a little impressed with her determination.

Serena groaned and her head sank into the palms of her hands.  “You know what crashing the SUV into a pole is going to do to the card I used to rent it?  It’ll be useless!”  She sighed and looked back up with a crooked, resigned smile.  “I guess it’s worth it to save a life, though.”  Liz spun around and hugged her tight.  Serena squeaked, her eyes wide with surprise, then she settled down and her smile became one of happiness.

Maria continued.  “Isabelle can connect with Jesse through her dreamwalking, and Kyle can touch her and lead you three to where Jesse is hidden.  Michael can protect you two as you find him.  Liz and Max should be able to take those other five agents on one by one.”  She grinned suddenly.  “What do you think?”

Isabelle’s voice shook with suppressed eagerness.  “I think it’s good.  Let’s find the right power pole first.  And don’t worry about the power pole being too strong to pull down.  We can weaken it before we go in.  I’ll explain everything I was able to pull from Greer about the layout of the building inside, and we’ll time everything, like last time, when we got Max out of the White Room.”  Her hands were trembling too, ever so faintly.  “We have to get him out of there.”

*****

Maria had been proud of herself for having come up with the plan, but now she was a nervous wreck.  If anything went wrong now, she would feel like it was her fault.  Maybe coming up with the plan wasn’t such a good idea after all.  She glanced at her watch.  Only a minute had passed since the last time she’d looked.  How could time slow down so much?  She hoped everyone was in position.  What if someone got shot?  What if Jesse was already dead, or hurt so bad he might as well be dead?  What had the FBI found out about them already?  What if they were being watched, right now…

“Stop it, Maria.”  Serena’s voice broke the silence like a hammer shattered glass.  Maria couldn’t restrain a startled yelp.

“Stop what?” Maria asked, pretending she wasn’t acting like a startled deer.

“Stop it with the ‘what if’s.  Everything’s set in motion.  We’ve been as cautious as we could be.  There’s nothing more we can do.  You’ll drive yourself crazy if you keep that up.”  Maria laughed nervously.  “No, I’m serious.  My dad taught me that while we were on the run. Paranoia is something you pick up awfully fast when you live like this, but you have to learn when to let it go and just do what you can with what you’ve got.”  Serena smiled and clapped Maria on the shoulder.  “That was a good plan you came up with, and we’ve got the element of surprise, I’m sure of it.  Just calm down, and get ready to do what we have to do.”

Maria nodded and closed her eyes, wishing she had another vial of her eucalyptus.  Anything that could calm her clamoring nerves would be welcome right now.  She’d have to buy another vial the first chance she got.  Serena was right, though.  Taking a breath and thinking of something else for a few seconds calmed her down considerably.  She looked back at the clock.  Two more minutes had passed.  It was getting close to 12:31.  They’d timed their operation to start just after all the agents had reported in.  She looked at Serena, an unspoken question in her eyes.  Serena looked back at her and nodded.  “Let’s pull up to the pole and tie it up.”

Maria started the vehicle and drove from their spot on the road to the corner utility pole.  She and Serena got out of the SUV and tied the twisted wire pull on the SUV around the power pole.  Maria looked at their handiwork.  Neither of them really knew much about what they were doing.  She could only hope the hook held.  “Okay, let’s pull the car back and see if it looks like it’ll pull the pole over.  If the pole looks like it might tumble, we’ll wait until twelve thirty-one to pull it…otherwise, we get ready to ram the stupid thing.”  Serena examined their handiwork too before she nodded and got back into the SUV.  Maria slowly backed the SUV away from the pole until the wire pulled taut.  She cautiously inched back, and the pole began to shake and creak.  Maria braked.  “Looks like that’ll do.  We’re ready.”  Serena was wordless this time.  She just nodded and turned to watch the huge warehouse where Jesse was being held.

*****

“How do you want to do this?  You want to start dreamwalking Jesse right off, or you want to break into the building first, and then stop?” Michael was pressed against the wall near the corner of the alley, watching the agent near the door they’d chosen to use to enter the building.  They’d take out this particular agent to get in, while Max and Liz would take care of the other four, one by one, before making their own way in.  A hand reached up, grabbed his chin and yanked his head back around to face into the alley.

“What?  I can’t here you when you’re whispering away from me!”  Isabelle’s eyes were bright, but narrowed in anger.  She was more volatile than usual.  Michael really hoped her attitude would improve once they’d gotten Jesse out.

“I said, ‘You want to start dreamwalking Jesse right off, or do you want to break into the building first, then stop?’”.

Isabelle squeezed up next to him near the corner of the wall and peeked around it herself, peering at the FBI agent.  “I think I should wait until we get inside.  I’m pretty helpless when I do that…I’d like the obvious danger taken care of, at least, before I make myself so vulnerable.”  She backed off again and muttered something to Kyle.  Michael looked back at them.  Kyle’s eyes were wide and his breath was a little fast.

“Are you alright there, Kyle?  We’d hate to have you collapse in the middle of the fight.”

Kyle nodded curtly.  “Yeah.  I’m great.”  His voice was angry and sullen.  “I love running into deadly situations with powers I don’t understand or control, and getting mocked when things don’t work out the way people think they should.”  Michael looked away from him, annoyed at his sarcastic response.  He was just trying to be nice, show concern.  See if he ever asked how Kyle was doing again.  He sighed impatiently and looked down at his watch.  12:25.  Almost time.  Michael sighed with annoyance and looked out at that damned FBI guard again.

*****

Liz suddenly placed her hands on his shoulders and shoved him back into the wall with a barely perceptible thud as she leaned forward to kiss him.  He leaned into the kiss, his hands unconsciously coming down to encircle her waist as he felt the sudden fear and desperation Liz was trying to suppress with the kiss.  He wrapped his arms more tightly around her.  She had nothing to worry about; he would die making sure she was safe.  Nothing would harm her while he lived.  Then he started to get flashes from her, thoughts pouring into his head in a haphazard jumble.  Him, being taken away by FBI agents, his eyes full of fear for himself, and relief for her.  The fear visible on his face after Isabelle, Tess and Michael rescued him from the White Room.  The pain of losing him to Tess.  His death this past winter.  Realization washed over him as he picked up the common theme in all these thoughts.  She wasn’t afraid for herself.  She was afraid of losing him.

Liz broke the kiss off as quickly as she had initiated it.  “I think we’re both thinking the same thing, Max.”

He looked at her.  God, how he loved her.

“We don’t want to lose each other.”  

He swallowed and nodded.  The thought of her being hurt again was physically painful to him.

Her hands wandered on his chest as she looked into his eyes.  “So let’s make a pact.  You protect me, and I’ll protect you, as if our lives depended on it.”  

Max looked at her lips, full and inviting.  “I think they do,” he said thickly.

“What?” 

“I think our lives do depend on protecting one another.”  His hand brushed a cornsilk strand of hair from her cheek.  “I know I’d die if anything ever happened to you.”  He kissed her again.

When they finally pulled back, Liz was smiling again.  “I feel the same way.”  She looked down at her watch and gasped, then held it up for him to look.  12:30.

He grabbed her hand.  “Get ready.”

*****

“There!  It’s time!  Go, Maria!”  Serena could barely restrain her giddiness.  The excitement and fear combined into a hyperactive tension she was eager to relieve, and now the time had finally arrived.

Maria hit the gas, pulling on the power pole.  The SUV’s tires bit into the asphalt and the vehicle began to inch backwards.  Serena clenched her fists and pounded on the dashboard as she murmured encouragement to the SUV.  Her eyes were fixed on the pole.  It was slowly, with groans and creaks barely audible over the roar of the vehicle, bending over.  Suddenly the creaks turned into cracks as loud as gunshots as the dry wood began to give.  As the pole began its deadly fall, Maria suddenly switched gears and drove forward, turning the vehicle sharply so she drove out of the path of the falling utility pole.  

“Unhook it, Serena.  We have to get out of here before someone comes investigating!”  Serena was out the door before Maria even finished her sentence, undoing the hook around the splintered end of the pole.  She quickly ran back into the SUV as Maria pressed the button on the dashboard that wound the wire back around the winch in the front bumper.  As Serena jumped into her seat and closed the door, Maria pressed on the gas again, driving carefully now to avoid any live wires.  They shared a look of accomplishment as they began to drive to the agreed meeting point to pick up the others… and, hopefully, Jesse.

*****

Kyle followed Isabelle and Michael as a loud crashing boom echoed throughout the neighborhood.  Damn, that pole falling had been loud!  The lights flickered out as they emerged from the shadows of the alley.  The agent who’d been watching the door automatically looked in the direction the crash had come from, and away from the approaching teenagers.  It gave them enough time to close most of the distance between them and the entrance, but then something alerted the man, probably their footsteps as they pounded the pavement.  Kyle saw the man begin to turn when Michael, the closest, was only about ten feet away.  Michael raised his hand without even breaking stride and Kyle saw the man fly backward through air as a silent concussion shook the area.  The agent hit the building wall with a resounding crash then slid down the wall to slump against the door frame.  Michael ran past him, into the enveloping darkness of the warehouse.  Isabelle stopped and rifled through the stunned man’s body, coming up with a handgun.  Kyle looked at her with wide eyes.  Was she going to use that?  Was her anger so overwhelming that she was just going to shoot her way to her husband?

Isabelle shot a look back at him as if she were reading his mind and shook her head.  She held the gun up to the wall and it began to melt, forming a molten metal and plastic surface, too thin to be measured, over the frame.  Then she smiled, stepped over the still body of the agent, and ducked inside the building after Michael.  Kyle paused and considered the agent…he seemed to be stirring.  He aimed a judicious kick at the man’s chin.  His toe connected with a loud crack and the man lay still.  That should keep him out for a while.  Kyle walked carefully through the doorway and Isabelle stepped around him, closing the door behind him.  She held her hand up to the fine layer of melted gun on the door way, and it lifted and shifted to cover over the crack between the door and its frame.  “That’ll delay them, at least, if one of the other agents manages to get there.  I’d prefer it if no one could sneak up behind us,” she explained.

“C’mon, Isabelle, we’ve got to get moving.  I need you to dreamwalk Jesse.  We don’t want to wander around in here without purpose.”  Michael hissed.  Isabelle stepped up next to him, snagging Kyle’s arm as she walked and pulling him along.  She took a deep breath and closed her eyes.

“I’ve got him.  He’s…asleep.  Dreaming.”  Tears began to fall from her closed eyes and run down her cheeks.  “Of us.”  Her voice dropped into an inaudible murmur, but her lips still moved.  Kyle realized she must be telling Jesse something.  Michael dropped a heavy hand on his shoulder.

“Your turn, Kyle, get a good read on exactly where he is.  We don’t want anything to happen to him because we didn’t get there in time.”

Kyle nodded and closed his eyes, reaching out to touch Isabelle’s arm.  The building’s layout appeared in his mind’s eye, as detailed as if he’d built it with his own hands.  He brought himself down into the building, as if taking a virtual 3-D tour, and began to follow his newfound sense of direction toward Jesse’s location.  Finally he emerged in the room where Jesse was being held.  He could sense moving shadows in the room, indistinct and dizzying, but Jesse, lying on an operating table, was crystal clear.  As Isabelle had said, he appeared to be sleeping.  Kyle ran over his mental image, committing the route to memory, and opened his eyes.

Isabelle was staring at him.  “I saw some of that.  Did you see those shadows?  Those must be the interrogators.”  Her eyes were narrow and angry, and her arm muscles flexed under his death grip on her.  “Do you know where we have to go?  I couldn’t follow most of that…you went through it too fast.”

Kyle nodded and self-consciously, then turned and pointed to his right.  “I’ll take you there.  He’s this way.”  He took off at a run and heard the reassuring sound of Michael and Isabelle running after him.

*****

 “That’s it!” Max cried as they both heard a muffled crash and saw the lights on the block flicker and die.  He took off in a flat sprint, too fast for her to keep up.  She ran as fast as she could, straining not to fall too far behind.  If anything happened to him because she was too slow to keep up, she’d never forgive herself.  She shifted her gaze between her husband and the agent that was their target – Agent Greer.  He was closest to the entrance that Michael, Isabelle and Kyle were using, and they’d decided to get him first to prevent him from coming up behind the others.  He was on the radio within a second of the sound of the utility pole falling, but his vigilance betrayed him this time.  His conversation distracted him from the fast approaching Max.  Max was nearly upon him before he looked up, his eyes and mouth wide open in surprise.  The poor man tried to pull his gun, but Max stopped about five feet from him and threw him, with the power of his mind, against the brick wall of the building.

Liz winced as Agent Greer fell.  Max’s aim was a little off.  In his excitement, he’d thrown Greer into a pile of metal trash barrels.  The racket bounced off the walls and concrete road loud enough to wake the dead.  Liz couldn’t repress a gasped “Shit!” as she turned toward where the next closest agent was supposed to be, just around the corner.  She caught a glimpse of Max snatching up Agent Greer’s gun, then turning to follow her toward their next target, who was probably already alerted.  She slowed her sprint as she neared the corner, looking back at Max.  She pointed down, hoping he’d understand she meant to go around the corner low.  He made some strange waving motion, but she simply pointed low again, then turned back toward the corner of the building.

She took a deep breath, steadying herself then threw herself into a low roll around the corner of the building.  She knew, the way her emotions and fear were washing over her, that she’d have the ability to use her powers this time.  Not a shred of self doubt was in her mind.  The feeling was so liberating, the rush so complete, that she had to restrain a laugh as she rounded the corner.

“NO!  Liz!”  Max’s voice was desperately loud, but she barely heard his shout.  Her concentration was total.  There the man was, his hair long and unkempt, wearing disgustingly dirty clothes, and holding a handgun trained on her.  She held up her hand, summoning an explosion of will.  The rush of expanding air as the man was thrown back was pierced by a strange sharp sound.  Liz felt a nick on her outstretched arm and snuck a quick peek.  A line of bright red ran along the outside edge of her upper arm, and it felt chilled, as if someone had sprayed her with icy water.  She bent her arm, and the ice became fire, but her muscles and bones obeyed her mind’s commands and she dismissed it as a minor wound, forcing her attention back to the agent.

He was groaning, but awake, and reaching for his dropped weapon.  Liz, still kneeling from her roll on the ground, raised her wounded arm again, now dripping blood onto her thigh.  She let loose another attack, but the man already had his hands wrapped around the gun, and he brought it with him as he was lifted into the air.  He was lifting it toward her, his eyes locked on hers as they both stared death in the face.  Then Max was in front of her, blocking her view, as another report rang through the muggy night air.

“Max!”  Liz surged to her feet.  The man was lying on the ground, bleeding heavily.  His gun…Liz turned away from him and clung to Max.  The gun had melted in his hand.  There was the smell of burnt meat wafting over her, and she suppressed a sudden urge to retch.  Max was running his hands over her, murmuring something.  She blinked and shook her head, then looked up at him.  “Max!  Are you okay?  He got another shot off, I heard him!”  He smiled down at her, and she began to look him over.  He seemed fine.  His eyes were centered on her arm.

“No Liz, I’m fine.”  He reached out and hand and, without even looking, a pristine bullet lying on the ground between their feet rose to his palm.  He stuffed it in his pocket then reached for her arm.  “But you’re injured.”

She held her arm up and moved it.  “I’m fine, it’s just bleeding a bit.”

“Let me take—“ He reached for her.

“No!” She took a step back.  “We have two other agents to take care of.  And they’re warned and ready, like this one was.”

Max looked behind her at the man he’d killed.  His eyes were full of pain and anger.  “I didn’t really mean to do that to him.  But you were hurt—“

“Shh!”  Liz wrapped her arms around his neck, pulling him down to her.  “Stop that.  You were saving me, like you promised.  We can…we can worry about this later.  We have to get going, or those agents might go after the others.”  She knew she’d be suffering guilt for a long time for this man’s death, but right now, they just didn’t have the time.  She let him go and took off at a jog for the location of the next agent.  She slowed her run again as she approached the corner.  Max was right behind her, and she heard a strange hissing sound coming from him.  She looked back at him.  Why was he making noise?  They should be doing what they could to sneak up on this next agent.  He caught her questioning gaze and grinned, then held up the former agent’s hand held radio.  The volume was turned very low, which is why she thought it was hissing.  They both listened.

“…don’t answer?  Roy, I’m going to check on O’Leary.  I heard shots over in his direction.  You come around the corner and check it out.  I’ll take the roof.  Out.”

Liz and Max looked up toward the roof in unison, then back at each other and back the way they’d come.  A ladder, looking rusted and very untrustworthy, was near the former agent’s location.  He must’ve been the “O’Leary” the agent on the radio had been speaking of.  They began to run back toward the ladder then ducked into the alcove the man had been using.  The stench was terrible.  They both strained their ears for the first hint of a footstep.  Suddenly the radio crackled.  “SHIT!  Oh, God, I don’t know what happened, but O’Leary’s…Roy, get over there, don’t just stand at the corner!”  Liz grabbed Max’s arm tightly as another rush of adrenaline hit her.  One of the agents must be making his way toward them.  He’d surely be ready with his gun.  “See if you can figure out what happened to him.  I’m going to check on Greer now.”

“I’ll put up a shield, Liz.  You’ll have to hit the guy when he comes into view.  Then we have to get up there and get that last guy.”  She didn’t say anything, just nodded, rubbing her hair against his arm as she clung to him for another second, then stood again on her own, feet braced a shoulder’s width apart, hands up and ready for anything.  If a rat crawled into view right now, she’d probably blow its head off before she really knew what it was.

The green force field shimmered into view in front of her, and she peered into it, attempting to see clearly what was on the other side.  Was that movement?  A man?  Liz waited a fraction of a second longer, trying to get a clear view.  Max seemed to sense what she needed…the shield before her eyes shimmered nearly clear for a moment, and her eyes locked with the agent’s just as he noticed them.  She screamed and threw everything she had at him.  She had to lay him out on her own, Max would need his strength for the last one.  She watched him fly almost ten yards back, hitting a building across the street with a sickening thud.  She would feel sick, but she was too tired.  The same lassitude that had crept over her after using her powers too much in that diner in Arizona overwhelmed her now.  The shield dissipated into thin air and Max held out his hand.  There was a faint glow from the man’s still form.  Liz squinted and realized the man had dropped his gun, and Max was melting it into the sidewalk cracks.  Then he turned to her with a concerned look.

“Are you okay, Liz?  You look a little…pale.”

She smiled at him.  “I’m fine, just tired.  I think I’ve played out my telekinesis for the day.  Sorry.”

He reached out with a hand and squeezed her shoulder.  “No problem.  I’ll get the last one.  Wait here for me, okay?  I’d hate for something to happen to you.”  An annoyed look crossed his features.  “I should’ve given that last gun to you.  At least then you could defend yourself.”

Liz smiled and gave him a gentle shove toward the ladder.  “I don’t think I could even aim the stupid thing.  Don’t worry about it.  Max.  Be careful, okay?”

He kissed her on the cheek.  “Always.”  She watched him climb the ladder and pause at as he approached the roof.  He peeked over the edge quickly, then ducked back down.  He saw her peering up and him and waved a little, then peeked over again.  Liz heard a clatter, and then Max was coming back down, more clumsily when he’d gone up.  

She grabbed his arm as he hopped down to the ground.  “Max!  Are you hurt?”

“No, I just got this for you,” he said, handing her a gun.  “Just in case.  C’mon, let’s go meet Maria and Serena!”  He took off at a jog.  Liz ran after him, the fatigue she felt holding her to a slower speed than she would have liked.

*****

“Do you see them yet?”  Maria couldn’t keep the fear out of her voice.  She knew it had only been a couple minutes, but time was just passing so slowly.  “Anything?”

Serena shook her head.  Maria couldn’t believe how calm she was.  As if she took on the FBI every day.  Shots suddenly rang out in the darkness to Maria and Serena’s right.  “Oh, look!”

“What?!”  Maria stuck her head around the corner, then saw what Serena was referring to.  The agent they were watching was holding a spirited conversation with his radio.  Then he began to climb up the wall!  “There’d better be a ladder there that I’m not able to see.  I’d hate to think the other side has super powers too.”  Serena had the binoculars, she could see everything.  It wasn’t fair.

“There’s a ladder.  There, he’s at the top, I can just see his head…nope, he’s beyond sight.”  Serena lowered the binoculars with a sigh.  “I wish we had radios too.  I’d love to know what’s going on.”

“That makes two of us,” Maria griped, watching the corner of the building Max and Liz planned to appear from.  This waiting was driving her mad.  Suddenly there was a new shadow.  Maria squinted, then tapped Serena on the shoulder.  “Is that them?  Can you tell?”

Serena looked and heaved a heavy sigh of relief.  “Yes, that looks like Max.”  They waited a few more tense moments before Max stepped forward into the light for a brief second and waved his hand, then stepped back into the darkness.  Maria ran forward, pulling Serena with her.  They darted across the street and into the shadows where Max had disappeared.  Maria barely restrained a squeal of nervousness as someone grabbed her arm.  She turned and saw Liz.  

“Liz!  I’m so glad you’re alright!” Maria cried, wrapping her arms around her friend.

Liz gasped and fought free of the embrace.  “Careful, there, Maria, that hurts!”

“Hurts?  Why, what’s—“ Maria gasped as she saw blood running down Liz’s arm.  “What happened?”

“It’s not a big deal, Max’ll take care of it later, but we have to get in there and help Michael and others, Maria.”  Maria nodded.  Liz turned to Serena, holding out her other hand.  She was holding a gun!  “Here, Serena, you know how to shoot well, don’t you?”

“Liz!” Max’s voice sounded pained.

“We have to put trust in her, or she can never prove that she’s trustworthy, Max.  Besides, I told you, I’m not sure I can aim straight right now!”  Max acquiesced with a sigh.  “Let’s get in there and help the others if they need it, guys,” Liz said and began to walk forward.  Max trotted to get in front of her as they entered the building.

*****

Isabelle was wound tight as a spring.  They’d made their way down the corridors without incident, and Kyle had just whispered that Jesse was through the next door.  She’s heard two faint gunshots outside and was worried about her brother and Liz.  Isabelle guessed that since they hadn’t met anyone inside yet, that meant the last four agents were all in there with Jesse.  How could they get in without endangering her husband?  Isabelle had the lingering suspicion that they couldn’t.  “Guys, how about we wait until Max gets here?  Then if something happens, we have a chance of still getting Jesse out in one piece.”

Kyle knelt down on the floor without waiting for a response from Michael and began rubbing his hand through the dust on the floor.  Isabelle leaned over.  “What the hell are you doing?!?” she hissed.  He looked up at her.

“Can you give me a little light?”  Isabelle took a deep breath and was about to ream him out, but a faint red light suddenly appeared above her.  She looked up.  Michael’s hand was glowing faintly.  “Thanks, Michael.  Look, you guys.  This is what the room looks like.”  He was drawing a diagram in the dirt!  “These are the walls.  This is Jesse’s bed.  He’s in a separate room…the White Room.  They can see him through a one way mirror.  And this is that door over there.”

Michael bent over, examining Kyle’s drawing.  “The door is near the isolation-room wall.  If we know that no one’s in the room with Jesse, we’ll be between Jesse and the agents when we burst in.”

“How can we be sure there’s no one with him?”

Kyle looked up.  “We can’t.  You saw how I can only see faint shadows of the people in the room.  I couldn’t make a reasonable guess about where they’re standing.  But this seems like our best option:  We burst through that door and you guys blast everyone ahead of you and to the right into the wall.”  He shrugged.

Michael was nodding.  “Okay, it seems like that’s the best we can do, then.  But what about that door?  That thing looks reinforced to me.  We’re not going to surprise them at all by pounding on that thing.”

Kyle held up his hands with a smile.  “Maybe I can be of use there.  Remember when I froze the van handle, and it snapped like glass?  Maybe I can do that to the door’s hinges.”  He looked back and forth between them.  Isabelle didn’t know about Michael, but she was doubtful.  Kyle just waited.

Michael nodded again.  Isabelle ground her teeth.  Why was he being so agreeable all the sudden?  It made her feel like a complete bitch.  She reluctantly signaled agreement at well.  “Fine.  I hope this works.”

Kyle gave her a sympathetic look.  “I hope so too, Isabelle.”  He stood.  “Let’s go.  You guys ready?”  Isabelle nodded and stood, then Michael did too.  “If this works, hit it hard, okay?  We’ll only have once chance for total surprise.”  Kyle walked up to the door and placed his hands on the far end from the knob, near where the hinges were.  The hinges were on the other side of the door, though.  Isabelle couldn’t help worrying about how well this would work.  The good news was, if the door swung open by its hinges instead of its knob, the door would provide some cover between the agents in the control room and Jesse’s White Room.  

Kyle suddenly whipped his hands off the door, gesticulating wildly.  Isabelle supposed that meant his cold touch had worked.  She and Michael exchanged a glance and pushed with all their mental muscles against the door.  It creaked, then they heard two faint snaps through the door as men started shouting, and the door suddenly flew into the room with a huge crash.  Isabelle ducked into the room a fraction of a second behind Michael.  She was tempted to go to Jesse, but she had to stop these bastards from hurting him anymore first.  She screamed in rage as she threw herself at the nearest agent, battering him with both her mind and fists.  He went down without a sound and Isabelle whirled around looking for her next opponent.  

For the first time she let the overwhelming rage she’d felt since Jesse was captured loose.  Wrath crackled through her body.  She felt something similar to the rage she’d felt when she’d blasted Congresswoman Whitaker out of existence…only this was of a magnitude a hundred times greater.  Without even consciously thinking of it, the agent’s gun floated into her hand.  She raised it, looking for targets.  Michael had one man on the ground, holding a bleeding nose and lifting the muzzle of his gun.  Isabelle squeezed off a shot, guiding it with her mind into the muzzle of the FBI agent’s gun.  It exploded in the man’s hand; he began to scream, both the gun and arm were completely useless.  Isabelle heard a sound behind her and spun on her heels, gun up.

“Whoa!” Kyle was wrestling a woman agent to the ground.  “Don’t shoot me!”  The agent took advantage of his distraction to knee him in the crotch.  He yelled and let her go long enough for her to reach her hip holster.  Isabelle shot a bullet through the woman’s hand, holster, gun, and leg, then scanned the rest of the room, ignoring the woman’s scream before she passed out.  Michael held the last person up against the wall, but he was obviously out for the count.

“Isabelle!  Jesse!  Some guy’s in there with him!” Michael pointed.  Isabelle saw that the wall was transparent, and she could see her husband, tied down to an operating table.  The small, rational corner of her mind reminded her that Kyle had told her the wall was a one-way mirror.  There was a man in there with Jesse, frantically doing something to some tubing…tubing that went into Jesse’s arms!  Isabelle yelled again and fired the gun around the edges of the mirror.  The man inside didn’t seem to have a gun.  He flinched wildly at each shot she fired.  Good, anything that delayed him in whatever he was doing.  She took two long strides up to the mirror and slammed her hands against it when she ran out of bullets.  The bullet holes had weakened the mirror enough that it shattered and fell inward with the pressure.  The man stared at her in horror, and that annoying corner of her mind wondered if she truly looked that frightening.  She raised her hand and concentrated, and the tubes whipped out of her husband’s arms, spraying some pale amber liquid around the room.  She whipped her hand over toward the man, who was gibbering in terror, and she threw him against the wall with such force she heard his ribs crack.  She ignored him, walking up to her husband.  She leaned in close, running suddenly gentle hands through his beautiful black hair.  He was still breathing.  Whatever the man had been trying to do, he must not have succeeded.  Tears gathered in her eyes, making it impossible to see.  She blinked and they traced a burning track down her cheeks.  There was a hand on her shoulder.  She turned her head.  Michael.

“He’s alive, Michael!  He’s okay!”  Michael was looking at her oddly.  “What is it?”

“They’re back to normal.”

“What are?”

“Your eyes.”  Michael swallowed.  “They were jet black…like when you were almost taken over by Vilandra.”

Isabelle shook her head.  “Whatever.  It doesn’t matter.  Jesse’s alive.”  She looked over her shoulder back at Kyle, who was pale, but standing and apparently uninjured, despite the pain he was in.  “We’re all okay.  As long as Max and Liz came out alright, we’re fine.”  She turned back to Jesse.  His face was so grey under his usual healthy tan.  She leaned down and kissed him, and felt him stir under her lips.  She pulled back and looked into his deep brown eyes.

“Isa…belle?”  His voice was so weak!  He struggled to move, and Isabelle realized he was still tied down.

“Oh, Jesse!  Jesse, wait a minute, let me undo the damned…”  Her fingers were so clumsy.  She cursed and focused her mind on the leather strap around Jesse’s right wrist, slicing it with her powers.  Michael set to work on Jesse’s ankle restraints.

“Kyle!  Where are—Oh!  Isabelle, Michael, is Jesse okay?”  Isabelle shot a smile back at her brother as Max ran into the room, Liz, Serena, and Maria close behind him.

“He looks okay, Max!  Could you come here and maybe check?”  Max nodded and gingerly climbed through the hole where the shattered mirror had been as Isabelle sliced through Jesse’s last restraint.  Jesse grunted and slowly levered himself into a sitting position.  Max rested a hand on Jesse’s forehead and closed his eyes for a second, then opened them again.

“I think he’s okay, Iz, but it’s hard to tell.  They’ve pumped some drugs into him.”

Jesse looked around at everyone, his eyes lingering questioningly on Serena as he scanned the room.  “You all came for me?  What about the FBI agents?” 

Max’s face was serious.  “Dead, or unconscious.  We can’t stay here long, though.  Someone’s bound to have gotten word out during our attack.”

Isabelle couldn’t restrain herself a second longer.  She wrapped her arms around Jesse with a happy squeal and kissed him.  His arms came up around her shoulders and he hugged her close as the kiss deepened.  She felt a strange emotion come over her, almost as if she desperately needed to cry, but instead of tears, memories, love and trust flowed out of her, and she realized that this was what Max and Liz shared.  As she kissed her husband, she opened herself to him completely.  There were no lies between them anymore.  There was no distrust.  There was nothing but pure, unadulterated love.  Flashes of Jesse’s childhood, school days, college, and time with her nearly staggered her, and they were clinging to each other as if they were each the other’s last hope.  Finally, Isabelle had to pull back, or she’d suffocate.  She gasped weakly for a moment, then opened her eyes.

“Wow,” Jesse said, his fingers tightening on her shirt.  “What was that?”

Isabelle couldn’t answer, she couldn’t find the words.  All she could do was leak even more tears out of her eyes.  She felt like an idiot.  He smiled, let go of her with one hand and wiped some of the tears away.  “Nevermind, you don’t have to answer.”  He seemed as awed as she was by the flashes.  “If only you’d done that before, Isabelle, I would never have been able to doubt you.”  His voice was low and thoughtful as he ran his hand, now trembling, up her cheek and into her hair, pulling her close for another kiss.  When he pulled back, he was crying too.  “And I never will again.”

When we land, the world comes rushing over us, the problems become normal again.  Or, at least, normal for everyone else.  I don’t think anyone could call our problems normal.  But the tradeoff is worth it.  Isabelle, Michael, Maria and Kyle are worth it.  Jesse’s worth it.  Even Serena’s already worth it, to me.  And I can take anything for Max.  I’ve taken a lot, and I don’t regret a moment of it.  

Sometimes I wonder if I feel this way only because I’m young and, as my parents might say, passionate in the way only the young are.  But I don’t think so.  I think we’ve got something so special here that nothing can lessen the value of it.

I watched Jesse hold onto Isabelle the way I hold Max, and know he felt the same way, and that’s a precious thing.  I hope Isabelle knows that.  I’m sure she does.  She has to.  And if not, Max will explain it to her.

Chapter 5 – Circling the Wagons

I wonder what came over me yesterday.  It was so strange, I thought I was invincible…or the next thing to it, anyway.  I took the most foolish chances.  I’m lucky to be alive.


The rush as I used my telekinesis on those agents was intoxicating.  And to think, Max has had these abilities since childhood.  No wonder he, Michael and Isabelle feel responsible for all that happens around them; the feeling of omnipotence overwhelms your good sense so quickly!  He’s so much more grounded now.  I’ll have to ask him what the source of his strength is.  I’ll have to keep this in mind in the future.  I can’t run into gunfights like that!

Now, just like a roller coaster, I’ve rushed from the top of the hill to the bottom.  I feel the paranoia enveloping me; I have to fight it off.  If we lose the ability to trust, we’ll lose the ability to ever feel at peace again.  I can’t allow that to happen to any of us.


Isabelle was crooning softly as she wiped tears from Jesse’s face with her fingers, then crushed him close in another desperate hug as she kissed him.  Max could understand their feelings.  The thought of Liz being stuck in a White Room with the FBI for days made him feel ill and almost dizzy.  But they couldn’t spend too long here.  They had to assume someone got word of their assault out to the rest of the FBI.  They couldn’t be here when reinforcements came.

He was concerned about Jesse.  He felt fine to Max’s healing power, but the drugs coursing through his system were confusing and a little worrisome.  He didn’t know what they were, but they seemed powerful – even brushing by them with his powers was disorienting.  He wondered how Jesse was even able to tell up from down with all that crap in his veins.

Max stifled an impatient sigh and looked around the room.  Maybe there were things here he could take care of while Jesse and Isabelle recovered…then they could leave more quickly when Isabelle was able to get him to his feet.  There was a man slumped against the wall in a long white lab coat.  His eyes were fluttering.  Max strode over too him.  There was a thin stream of blood coming from the corner of his mouth.  Max gingerly reached out and touched the man’s arm.  The man opened his eyes wide and whimpered.  His eyes, already far open with pain, bulged with fear as his gaze centered on Max’s face.

Max hurriedly raised his force field behind his head, blocking the man’s ability to get a clear view of the room.  He wouldn’t be able to kill this man in cold blood; in fact, his intention was to heal the man enough to keep him from dying before paramedics could get here.  But he couldn’t let the man get a good look around either.  He had to keep the others safe.


And idea suddenly struck him.  Max assumed a stern expression and hardened his voice.  “Do you have anything you want to tell me?” he whipped out, bringing his hand up slowly in a threatening gesture, even though he only meant to heal the man.  Why reveal his good intentions when bad ones might give them vital information?  The man closed his eyes and whimpered again.  Max almost stopped the charade right then.  He placed his hand on the man’s head with the intention of making sure the man’s wounds weren’t mortal and sending him back into unconscious bliss, but the man bit back a scream as Max’s hand made contact.

“Alright!  Alright…you…win.”  The man coughed.  “It wasn’t my fault…I didn’t want to use the ICS!  I swear!  They made me!”


Max was exploring inside the man’s body already, so his attention wasn’t fully on their conversation.  “Why should I believe you?”  The man had a lot of broken and cracked bones.  His lungs had been punctured by one of his broken ribs.  That had to be fixed, or the man might drown in his own blood.  Max concentrated on pulling out the bone with as little pain as possible.


He must have failed; the man began to yell and struggle.  “No!  No!  Don’t kill me!  I swear, they made me!  I would never have used it on a U.S. citizen otherwise!”  Uh-oh, Max thought to himself, that didn’t sound good.  Max sighed.  He couldn’t prolong this man’s pain any longer.


“Don’t worry,” he said as he brought his other hand up.  “You won’t be feeling that pain much longer.”


The man must have misinterpreted his words.  He screamed, “No!  You wouldn’t!  I told you!!!”  As Max’s other hand came down on his chest to finish healing the tear in the man’s lung, the man gasped and fainted dead away.  Max was annoyed that the man so severely misinterpreted his actions, but he was relieved he could dismiss the force field.  He repaired the man’s lung and stood up, weariness beginning to wash over him.  The adrenaline must be wearing out, and now the last couple days of stress and action were beginning to wear on him again.

Michael caught his eyes as he scanned the room, then pointed down at his feet.  Max couldn’t see what Michael was pointing at, but he opened the door next to the demolished one-way mirror and went into the other room.  Michael was standing over the body of a woman agent.  Liz was on her knees by the woman, holding a large piece of the woman’s suit jacket, wadded up, to the woman’s leg.  There was blood all over, and Liz’s face was grim.  “Isabelle shot her,” Michael said.


“And a good thing, too,” Kyle’s voice came from the far wall, where he was rummaging through a desk along with Serena.  His voice was tight, and his face was pale.  “She had me down and was going for her gun.”


Max looked at him.  He seemed to be fine, but: “She had you down?  Are you alright, Kyle?”


Kyle’s pale face blushed red.  “Yeah.  She, uh, kneed me.  I’m fine now.”  Max winced in sympathy and spared Kyle the embarrassment of any more inquiry.  Michael’s face was momentarily amused, then the worried expression returned.  He knelt next to Max.


“Maxwell, we have to talk.”


“Hey Liz, is it bad?  About what, Michael?”


“Yeah, Max, I think it nicked an artery.  I’m putting a lot of pressure on it, but it’s still bleeding heavily.”


“Isabelle.  When we came in here, she went nuts, Max.  And her eyes…”

“Keep the pressure on it, Liz.  I’ll try to make sure she doesn’t lose more blood.  What about her eyes?”  He shot Michael a glance before returning his full attention to the woman’s leg.


“You remember her eyes when she was taken over by Vilandra, Maxwell?”

Max concentrated on knitting the walls of the woman’s artery back together, sparing only the tiniest piece of his mind for his conversation with Michael.  “Yeah, they were black and creepy.  What about it?”


“They did that again during our fight in here, Maxwell.  I swear, God’s honest truth.  They were big and totally black.  I was freaked out, Maxwell.  She was throwing bullets and bodies around like they were nothing.”


Max’s attention jerked back to Michael, then he cursed as he felt blood begin to seep out of the woman’s leg again.  He hurriedly repaired the woman’s artery, winced as he saw the gunshot wound through the palm of her hand, and turned his attention back to Michael.  “She was stronger, like she was that time?”


Michael nodded.  “Yeah.”


Max glanced over at his sister, still solicitously urging Jesse to his feet.  “She seems to be fine now.”


“I noticed her eyes during the fight.  She was screaming like that time when you were dead, and those crazy eyes..” Michael shuddered.  “But the second she got to Jesse, she was back to normal.  We’ve gotta watch her, Maxwell.  Something’s weird.”

Max considered healing the woman’s hand, but stopped himself.  Liz was injured, and he might also need his healing for Jesse and Kyle.  He couldn’t waste too much strength on his enemies when his friends might need him badly.  He’d stabilized her, that’d have to be enough for now.  He stood.  “Okay, Michael.  We’ll have to all keep an eye on her.”  He shook his head.  “I don’t know what else we can do.”  Michael looked annoyed, but just nodded.  It was obvious from his face that he realized Max was right, even though he wanted to do more.  Max looked around.  “Anyone else need to be stabilized before we get out of here?”


Maria walked up.  Her face was a little green.  “No.  That guy, Michael knocked unconscious, but he seems to fine.  The other guy…I don’t think there’s anything even you can do for his hand, Max, and he’s not bleeding much.”  She swallowed with difficulty and pointed behind her without looking.  Max peered around her and saw what she meant.  The man’s arm was in bad shape, but the burns had cauterized the wound.  There was nothing Max could do for the man.  He was nearly overwhelmed by a sudden paroxysm of guilt as he thought of the body he’d left outside.  This man was nothing compared to what he’d done to that other agent.  Max shuddered, but suppressed his feelings.  He didn’t have time for guilt right now.  He knew it’d catch up to him later tonight, but for now he had to hold himself together.  A small hand suddenly ran down one arm, causing a different kind of shiver.  Liz was standing next to him, smiling, worry in her eyes for him.  How did she know?  He reached down, snagged her other hand and squeezed it.  He caught her quick intake of breath and remembered her arm.  He leaned in to lay his hand on the shallow crease that ran along the bottom of her upper arm, but she shook her head and whirled away.

“I’m fine, Max.  You can worry about that later.”  She turned to look at Kyle and Serena.  “What are you guys doing?” she asked with a slightly raised voice.  Max followed her over.  Serena raised her head and pierced them both with her fierce green eyes.


“This computer.  Can we take it with us?”


Max eyed it dubiously.  “It’s too big, I think.”  Serena nodded as if that was the answer she was expecting and began ripping cords out of the back.  “Hey, hey, what are you doing?”  Serena turned the tower around after she got the last plug out and began pulling on the case.


“A little help?  I’m going to take the hard drive.”


“What?”


“Look, Max, you guys are awesome, but you really don’t seem to plan ahead very well.”  Serena’s voice was brisk and matter of fact.  She ignored the stares and gasps the others gave her and plunged ahead.  “You’ve rescued Jesse.  That’s great.  It’s unbelievable, really.  We wouldn’t have been able to do it with my friends.  But that’s a very short-term goal.”


Max looked at Liz, confused.  She simply shrugged and looked back at Serena.  “What do you mean?” Liz asked.


Serena shook her head.  “You’re thinking well, tactically.  But you need to think strategically as well.”  More confusion.  Serena was trying to undo the screws holding the tower case on with her keys, and having very little luck.  Max leaned forward and used his powers to begin loosening the screws.  Serena looked from the moving screws to Max, then back to the computer again.  “Thanks.”  She twisted the loosened screws and pulled them out, then began removing the case cover.  “Getting Jesse out isn’t the only thing we can gain from this.  Look around you!”  She looked at them expectantly.  Michael shrugged, Max and Liz looked at each other again.  Maria pursed her lips and narrowed her eyes as something occurred to her.  Then Max noticed Kyle pointing down at the file folders he was straightening out.

“Information about the Special Group?” Maria asked.


Serena smiled.  “Exactly!  And not only do we gain information we need, but we may also be denying important information to our enemy!”  She stopped fiddling with the computer for a second and scrabbled through the papers on the desk.  After a second of searching she held up a sheaf of papers with a triumphant grin.  “This!  Look!  Handwritten notes!  I bet the majority of these haven’t been given to the rest of the FBI yet…they look like the first drafts of reports.  We have to take all this information with us, not only to learn from it, but to deny it to the government.”  She tugged on the case of the computer tower, finally dislodging it and dropping it unceremoniously down to the floor.  “This is more information.  I’m sure it’s encrypted, but we’ll have plenty of time to try to crack it.  I know some people who are pretty good at it.”  She poked around in the computer, digging through cables and unplugging things.  She came out with a metal box and sneezed as dust bunnies whirled around her.  “Excuse me,” she said, shaking her head violently and brushing the dust away.  She put the box down on the desk and then began piling the papers on the desktop into neat piles.  “Speaking of tactics, how are we getting out of here?  And what do you want to do next?”


Max looked back at Jesse, who was finally standing unsteadily on his feet, leaning heavily on Isabelle’s shoulder.  His feet were bare, they would get cut on all that glass.  Isabelle seemed to realize it at the same time.  He watched pieces of glass skitter across the floor and come to a rest against the walls, opening a safe path for Jesse.  “We can’t take off right away.  We’re exhausted, and Jesse’s in bad shape.  It might also make the FBI think we’ve already left if we lie low here for a few days.”


Serena nodded.  “Have you considered whether anyone else you know is in the same danger Jesse was in?”


Max looked at her carefully.  “Yes.  I’m worried.  But everyone else is all together.  I’m hoping their high profile, and the fact that they’re watching out for each other will keep them safe for a while.”


“I wouldn’t count on it.  Not after you’ve demonstrated your power here.  They’re going to seek to get any hold on you they can.  Our ability to rescue someone from a small, hastily constructed interrogation area isn’t all that fearsome…but your ability to track Jesse down so quickly—the fact that you even knew Jesse needed rescuing—this will be very worrisome to them.”  She looked down.  “If you’re not going directly to your friends or family to get them out, you have to warn them somehow.  They won’t have long to get out before the government comes for them.”


Liz grabbed the front of Max’s shirt.  “Maybe we should just fly out of here.  They can’t be covering the airport yet.  Let’s fly back to Arizona and get our parents, Max.”


Serena looked doubtful.  “You may be able to get to your family out, but they’ll be able to follow our trail for sure then…and all of my ids will be compromised.  How will we get them out?  Where will we put them?  It’ll be like the witness protection program, their old lives are lost forever.”

Maria looked at Max with worry on her face.  He felt another stab of guilt.  It was all his fault-his and Isabelle’s and Michael’s-for messing up everyone else’s lives.  He shook his head and jerked himself out of his self-recrimination.  Now was a time to think.  He didn’t think it was a good idea for them to take off right away for Roswell.  The FBI would be able to trace their movements, he was sure, and he didn’t want to give them any information to follow if he could help it.  Besides, everyone, including him, was exhausted.  Another chase across the country wasn’t possible.  They were all so tired, they were bound to make stupid mistakes.  If they could get word to their families, Valenti would be able to keep everyone safe, and Isabelle might be able to get them word.  He turned to look for his sister.

Isabelle was just guiding Jesse through the doorway, into the main room.  He blinked and looked around, his eyes staying on the bodies of the unconscious FBI agents for a few seconds before roaming around the rest of the room.  Max looked at Isabelle.


“Would you be able to dreamwalk Valenti, and warn him about what’s happened with Jesse, and tell him to get our parents, Liz’s parent, Maria’s mom and himself out of Roswell?” he asked without preamble.  Isabelle blinked in surprise once, then nodded thoughtfully.


“Yes, I can do that.  It’s a good idea.  After tonight, I think the government’s going to double their efforts to find us.”  She looked sad.  “Where will they go?  What will we do?  We’re stealing their lives from them.”


Serena was gathering up CDs into piles on the desk.  “My friends may be able to help them.  But the important thing is to get them out, first.  We can take care of the rest once you know they’re safe.”  She looked at the piles of paper, data CDs and the hard drive.  “We have to get all this stuff to the car, we can’t leave it behind.”


Maria nodded.  “I’ll drive the SUV up to the door.  You guys bring that stuff and Jesse to the door and we’ll get out of here.”  She took off at a run.


A new sense of urgency overwhelmed Max.  He’d been worrying about the FBI or military coming for them, but someone had surely reported the shots fired by the agents outside.  Who knew when the police could show up.  He looked over at Michael.  “You should go with her, just in case there’s trouble waiting outside.”  Michael nodded and jogged off after Maria.  Everyone except Isabelle gathered up armfuls of paper and hurried toward the door while Isabelle urged Jesse along.  Max’s heart sank down to his shoes as the got close to the door.  Maria and Michael were there, the SUV running and ready to take off, but he could see flashing lights and sirens coming their way.  Isabelle wasn’t to the door yet; Jesse was moving slowly, and she was unwilling to risk hurting him to hurry him along.  His mind raced.

“Can you change the color of the car?  And make the license plate look like it reads some other number?” Serena yelled over the now deafening sound of sirens.  Liz dropped the files she’d been holding on the floor of the vehicle and turned back, running into the dark building.  Max nodded at Serena and quickly changed the color of the SUV to silver, then ran to the back of the vehicle and touched the license plate.  His mind raced for a random collection of letters and numbers, but he came up with nothing.  Finally, desperate, he settled on ABC 123, feeling very stupid about it, but figuring it was generic enough not to give anything away except his lack of imagination.  The cars were in sight; he didn’t want the police to be able to recognize him.  He ducked back behind the SUV and placed his hands on the windows, tinting them dark.  He glanced over his shoulder.  No sign of Liz, Isabelle, or Jesse.  What was taking them so long?!?


“Michael!” he yelled over the racket of the police cars.  “Blow out their engines!  I don’t want us to have a car chase when they finally get here!”  Taking his own advice, Max held out his hands and concentrated on the approaching vehicles.  If he crippled the ones in front, they might block the ones behind long enough for him to blow their engines up too.  A thought struck him, and he grinned at Kyle.  “You might as well try to do it too, Kyle.  You did a pretty good job when you didn’t mean to.”


Kyle looked embarrassed, but also eager, and he turned toward the window, holding out his hands and gritting his teeth.  Max knew he might not be able to help, he might not be capable of projecting his telekinesis that far yet, but it was worth it anyway to see the answering grin on Kyle’s face.  Max concentrated on the closest car, imagining sparks flying, hoses cracking and belts splitting.  For good measure, he tried to flatten their tires too.  He heard four simultaneous pops, and then the saw smoke pouring out from under the hood.  He moved his attentions to the next nearest car as the first slowed to a stop.  Another car exploded in flames.  Max wondered whether Michael or Kyle had done that, but then turned his thoughts to more important things…like wondering if the cops were going to shoot at them.  He abandoned disabling the cars and concentrated on building a force field big enough to cover the side of the car.

Where the hell was Isabelle?!?


Sweat broke out on Max’s forehead.  The field was too large.  He wouldn’t be able to hold it much longer.


“Max!”  Liz’s voice was sweet music to his ears.  “We’re almost there, hold on just a bit longer!”


“Hurry!  We’re going to be surrounded soon!”


Two more cars stopped their advance.  There was only one left.  How had five police cars been called here in the first place? Max wondered.  Hackles rose on the back of his neck.  They must know there was something special here, or they would never have sent this many cars to investigate reports of a shooting.  They had to get out of here quick, before the police or FBI was able to cut off all avenues of escape.


A small breeze brushed by Max, and he looked to the side.  Liz and Isabelle were carrying Jesse.  It looked like he’d collapsed completely.  They wrestled him into the car with help from Serena.  The loud report of a bullet being fired echoed against the walls of the surrounding buildings as everyone piled in.


“Get in, Max!” Liz called, grabbing his free hand and yanking him in.  Serena reached around him and closed the door as Maria’s foot slammed down on the gas.  Max tried his best to keep his force field between the cops and their vehicle.  Liz’s hand on his wrist lent him strength and love long enough for them to begin pulling away from the police.


“Isabelle,” Max muttered, “or Michael.  Get that last cop car…then change the car color back to normal.”  Max’s peripheral vision was gray and foggy, only when he concentrated could he see clearly.  Liz’s grip on his hand tightened.


“Let go, Max.  We made it.  You can stop now.”


With a weary sigh he released the force field and collapsed gratefully into Liz’s waiting arms.

*****

“No, no, I said right at the light!”

Maria ground her teeth.  “You did not!  You said left, I heard you!”


“No I didn’t.  Just – just turn around and go the other way.  I think I remember a motel in that direction.”  Michael was so annoying when bossed her around.  She wasn’t an idiot.  Just because she didn’t have alien powers—Maria shut off her train of thought before she completely lost her temper.  None of them had had a full night’s sleep in days, and everyone was stretched to the limit.   Her fingers tightened on the wheel but she bit her tongue.  One more word out of him, though, and she wouldn’t be responsible for what she did.

Serena’s hand snaked into her peripheral vision.  She was leaning in the space between the driver’s and passenger’s seats, ignoring her and Michael’s spat.  “There, that looks promising up ahead.”  Maria glanced over at Michael out of the corner of his eyes.  He had an insufferable smile on his face as Serena’s finger pointed out a flickering motel sign ahead.

“I don’t see any sign of anyone following us,” Liz’s voice was muffled from the back seat where she held Max.  “The traffic seems normal, and I don’t see anything that looks suspicious.”  Despite her comforting words, her tone was still concerned.  “Do you think they found out anything about us?”

Serena’s voice faded as she turned around to speak with Liz.  “Michael already changed the color of the car by the time the cops got close enough to see us.  That green thing Max makes was in front of the car too.  We should be okay.”

“I’ll have to change the license plate back the minute we get out of the car is all.”


“But we have to return it to the original.  Won’t they be able to trace it to the rental agency?”


“No, Max changed it the second we got out of the building to something else.  They won’t be able to trace the car.  At least, not in any way I know of.”


“What about the satellite stuff we were worried about?”  Liz still sounded worried.


“That’s why I picked an SUV that’s a dark color.  The streets aren’t too well lighted,” Michael said.  He leaned back in the passenger seat and stretched out with a satisfied smile as he placed his hands behind his head.  “I’m getting pretty good at this stuff.”

“Satellites can’t pick up what they can’t see.  But they might be able to enhance the photos to follow our path,” Serena sounded a little concerned.  “Maybe we should find some covered parking somewhere and change car colors again before choosing a motel.  It’s after 1a.m., but Boston’s a big city.  There should still be enough traffic.  If we drive into downtown Boston and switch, it’s almost impossible for them to find us in less than a week.   And we’re going to need at least two nights to rest before we can start running again.”


Maria sighed and kept her foot on the gas as they drove by the motel Michael’d spotted.  She’d been looking forward to some rest.  “Which way to downtown?”


Liz’s voice came forward faintly.  “Don’t you think you’re being a little too paranoid, Serena?  Maria knocked out power on a number of blocks, and we weren’t speeding when we came out of the blackout area.  Our car was already a different color than the cops would be reporting.  Shouldn’t we be fine?”


Serena’s voice was calm.  “We could be.  But what we did tonight…breaking into a building held by FBI agents, the powers and abilities you used…they’re going to go nuts when they see it.  Who knows how many agencies they’re going to call in to help?  They might just decide to follow every car that comes out the blackout area with satellite photos.  When they see ours stopped at a motel, we’re going to be at the top of their list of suspicious characters.  I want to make it more unlikely they can follow us to our destination.”

Maria chimed in.  “You can’t be too careful.  Jesse’s going to need time to recover, and we have to think of a good way to get out of here.  I bet the airports, trains, busses and highways are going to be tightly watched.  Every bit of extra caution is probably a good thing, Liz.”


“Yeah.”  Liz’s voice was tired.  “I guess so.”


Michael was rifling through the U.S. atlas they’d bought in Chicago.  “Massachusetts, Massachusetts….ah!”  He reached up.  “Turning the map light on, Maria,” he said as he flipped the switch.  Maria squinted and muttered under her breath as the light ruined her night vision.  “What road are we on?”


Maria watched for a sign.  “Revere Street.”

Michael was silent for a moment.  “There!  Okay, follow this, past the American Legion Expressway to Broadway.  Can you believe these names?  Then, uh…it twists and turns, and it looks like it becomes a bridge that’ll take us into downtown.”


“’Looks like’?  This does not inspire me with confidence.”


Michael flicked the light off.  “It’ll be fine.  I still think we should’ve stopped at that other motel, though.”  He yawned hugely as he bent forward to put the atlas in the glove compartment.


“Hey!  Hey, what are you doing?  I don’t know Boston!  You keep that thing out, you have to help me navigate here!”


Michael sighed and got the atlas out again.  “This is going to be a long drive, isn’t it?”

Maria allowed a tone of warning to enter her voice.  He’d better not mess with her—she wasn’t in the mood tonight.  “If you keep on like this it is, buster.”

*****


“Are you sure this is okay?”  Liz sounded nervous.

Serena just smiled.  “Yeah.  This card has a high limit.  I’d rather have used cash since the card can be traced to our flight, but I think the cash would have made them remember us way too much.”

“But two suites!  And downtown!  How much is it a night?”


Jesse stirred again, and Isabelle’s attention snapped back to him.  “Jesse?  Are you alright?”  His brow was furrowed, and he seemed to be sweating.  Isabelle put her hand to his forehead with a frown.  He didn’t feel too warm to her, but their body temperature was a little higher than a human’s.  “Serena?”  Isabelle raised her voice so Serena could hear her over Liz’s worrying.  “Could you feel Jesse’s head?  He looks warm.”

Serena and Liz both stopped talking.  “Can’t you check yourself?” Serena sounded more curious than unwilling.  

Isabelle sighed.  “Your body temperature’s a little lower than ours.  It’s hard to tell.”  She looked at Liz.  She wasn’t sure exactly what Liz was now, or what her body temperature was.  Serena looked at Liz too as she walked over toward Jesse and Isabelle.  Liz cleared her throat uncomfortably.

“Um…well…yeah.”  She looked desperate for something else to say.  “Uh, I’ll go look for Max.  He should be here just in case Jesse’s temperature is high.”  She left the suite, being careful to close the door behind her.
Serena had the back of her hand resting on Jesse’s forehead.  “Well?”  Isabelle struggled to keep her impatience out of her voice.  She knew she’d been impossible to live with lately.  She was trying to tone it down.  She reached for Jesse’s hand and massaged his fingers, letting her anger ebb.  “Does he have a fever?”

“He might…if so, not much of one.  He’s not much warmer than my hand.”  Serena looked at her.  “Can you tell what’s been done to him?  He’s not injured, is he?”

Isabelle felt her throat tighten.  “No.  No, I don’t think they did anything to him physically, except not let him sleep and fill him with drugs.  He was able to walk, he was just weak.”  She felt rage bubbling below the surface and struggled to hold it down.  “I don’t think he had enough food or water either.”  She felt Serena’s eyes flick over to her face and then back to Jesse.
“If that’s the case, we have to give him all the liquids we can.”  Serena sounded concerned.  “Fruit juices, maybe tomato juice, and soups.  He’s already had a rough time.  Rehydrating him will help.”  Serena stood.  “I’ll go see if any of the vending machines have anything promising.  You should check room service too.”  Isabelle jumped as a hand rested on her shoulder.  She turned her head.  Serena seemed nervous to be touching her, but determined.  “Don’t worry, Isabelle.  He’ll be okay.  He seems strong.”
Isabelle felt her throat tighten.  She forced a nod and a smile that must have looked strange.  Serena nodded back and turned to leave.  Isabelle reached out with her other hand for Jesse’s and squeezed it tightly as she fought for control.  The mood swings had to stop.  She had too much to do to indulge in them.  When she felt herself begin to calm she sniffed and wiped her eyes.  Serena’s advice was good.  Soup was a good idea.  She stood and went over to the room service menu by the telephone, looking for anything promising.  She heard the door behind her before she’d even found any soups on the menu.
“Iz?”  Isabelle turned as Max came into the room and walked over to the bed.  “You think he may have a fever?”  He picked up Jesse’s hand and placed his hand on Jesse’s head.  “What did Serena say?”  Liz came into the room behind Max, standing next to him and resting a hand on her shoulder.  Max turned his head a fraction and a smile seemed to flicker across his lips before he became serious again.

Isabelle was so wound up she couldn’t even read.  She handed the menu to a nonplussed Liz as she walked around to the other side of the bed and grabbed Jesse’s other hand.  “Serena said he felt a bit warm, but she wasn’t really sure if he had a fever.  She did mention dehydration, though.  She’s looking for something for him to drink.  I was looking for soup or something for him, but…”  Isabelle couldn’t bring herself to look directly at Liz or Max, or ask Liz to find something for Jesse to eat.  For some reason, the thought of seeing sympathy for her in Liz’s eyes was unbearable.  When had she become so weak?
“I’ll find something, Isabelle,” Liz assured her, and left the room with the menu.  Max was concentrating on Jesse.

“How is he, Max?  He’s been unconscious or sleeping ever since we got out of there.  I’m starting to get worried.”

“I can’t really tell, Iz.  The drugs are still in his system.  They’re so strong that they even confuse me when I try to heal him.  I’m nearly tapped out myself, as well.  As far as I can tell, he’s just tired and confused.”  Max looked frustrated.  “I think Serena’s suggestion is good, though.  Getting some food in his system will bring his strength back up, but it might also dilute some of these chemicals.”  Isabelle nodded, still holding Jesse’s hand tightly.  “Isabelle,” Max’s voice sounded gentle and concerned, “we need you to do something else right now.”  She looked up at Max.  “You have to warn everyone back home to get out of Roswell.  Our parents, Liz’s parent, Maria’s mom, and Valenti have to leave, hopefully tonight.  What we did tonight—the FBI is going to consider what we did tonight an act of war.  They’re going to react strongly.  If they get our parents, who knows what they’re going to do to them.  And after our rescue of Jesse, they’re going to be a lot less kind, I think.”

Isabelle looked at him.  “Kind?  You call this kind?!?”
Max looked back at Jesse.  “Compared to what they could have done, yes.  They were getting ready to dissect me alive, Isabelle, when you dreamwalked me in the White Room and told me to tell them I could make the communication orbs work.  They didn’t hurt Jesse, although they didn’t treat him well.  I think the gloves are about to come off, though.”  Max looked at her.  His voice was unsteady.  “I don’t want Mom or Dad to suffer because they were kind and took us in all those years ago.  I couldn’t live with it.  I know you couldn’t either.  We have to get them out of there, and you’re the only safe way we have to contact them.”

Isabelle closed her eyes.  “I know.  You’re right Max.  I’m just so…unsettled.  I can’t seem to pull myself together, the last couple of days.”

“It’s been a pretty horrible last couple of days.”  Max rested a warm, strong hand on her shoulder.  It seemed to renew her strength a little.  “But we have to—you have to do this tonight, Iz.  We have to give them all the time we can.”

Isabelle straightened herself with a deep, shuddering breath.  He was right, they had to move quickly.  She gently disengaged her hand from her husband’s and stood.  She walked over to the door.  Max followed her into the main room of the suite, leaving the door to Jesse’s room open.  Kyle was sitting in the corner of one of the couches, mouth open and eyes closed.  He was already asleep.  Serena was just entering the room with a bottle of grape juice.  Liz looked up at them from her seat next to the phone, then jerked her attention back to what was being said on the other side.  Michael and Maria weren’t in the room, that she could see.
“This is the best I could find,” Serena said, handing the bottle of juice to Isabelle.  “I was hoping for orange juice, but it’s something.”

“Thanks.  How long do you think that’s going to take?” Liz’s voice distracted Isabelle for a second.  Isabelle turned back to Serena and forced a smile.

“Thank you.  I appreciate it.”  She looked down at the cold bottle of juice in her hand, her mind momentarily blank.  Max took the bottle from her hands.

“I have a—uh—favor to ask, Iz.”  She looked up at her brother.  “Do you know…is it possible that I could join in the dreamwalk?  It’d be good to see Mom and Dad.  We never had much of a chance to talk to them those last few crazy days in Roswell.”  Isabelle looked over at Kyle and remembered their day of mischief.  A faint flush suffused her features.  “Yeah, that’s not a problem.  You can come with.”

“Can I too?  When you talk to my parents?”  Liz’s voice was eager.  “I’d like to make sure they received my diary…and destroyed it properly.”  Isabelle nodded, slightly surprised at the eagerness in Liz’s voice.  Liz smiled.  “I’ve ordered some tomato soup for Jesse.  I figured it’d be better we start off with something all liquid.  A stew or vegetable soup might be too much trouble to start off with.  They said it will be here in about fifteen minutes.”
Isabelle nodded again.  “Thanks, Liz.  I guess, if we’re going to do psychic phone calls, someone should get Maria.  I’m sure she’ll want to talk to her mom as well.”

Liz grinned.  “Great idea!  It’ll make Maria so happy to talk to her mom for a bit!  I’ll go over to the other suite and get her!”

“Get Michael too, Liz.  We might as well be together for this.”  Liz walked out across the hall.  Isabelle went over to the couch and plopped down on it heavily.  The sudden motion woke Kyle.

“Huh…wha…?”  He blinked and closed his mouth as his hand rose to rub his eyes.  He turned his head.  “Isabelle?”  She looked at him expectantly.  “What is it?”  He looked around the room.

“We’re going to contact our parents and tell them to get the hell out of Dodge.  I assume you’d like to go along for the ride when I dreamwalk your father?”

Kyle’s face suddenly looked carefree as a grin stretched his mouth wide.  “You mean it?  I’d love to talk to him!  Thanks, Isabelle!”

Max pulled a chair from the breakfast nook up to the two of them and sat down.  “We should contact Valenti first…he’s going to need time to get things together.”  The main door opened and Liz entered again, Maria and Michael in tow.  Michael was yawning and his hair was disheveled.  Liz or Maria must have awakened him.  He looked pretty disgusted with the whole matter.
“What’d you need me here for, Maxwell?  I was finally getting a little rest.”  Maria punched him in the arm.  “What?  I know you want to talk to your mom, but I don’t need to talk to anybody.  And I sure as hell need to sleep.”

“We’re going to talk to everyone about getting out of Roswell.  We have to choose, do we meet up with them, or trust Serena’s group to help them out?  They can probably lie low for a couple of days without much help, but we’ll have to make a decision quickly.  I didn’t think you’d want us to make that decision without you.”

Michael flopped down on the loveseat across the room with a groan.  His eyes kept falling closed.  “No, I guess not.  But I don’t think we should make any final decisions tonight.  I know my brain’s not working.”

Isabelle sighed.  “We’re all exhausted.  Should we all be in the dreamwalk for Valenti?  I’ve only done this with one other person, but it shouldn’t be too much harder to take everyone.”

“Sounds good, Iz.”  Max looked over his shoulder at Serena, who was standing nervously in the middle of the room.  “Why don’t you join us?  You and Valenti should meet each other.”

Serena tried a tentative smile that failed quickly.  “Uh, what do I have to do?”

Kyle had already reached out to touch Isabelle’s hand.  Liz gave him a quizzical look and sat down on the floor next to Max.  She reached out and touched Isabelle’s hand as well.  Isabelle smiled as kindly as she could.  “Just touch my hand.  It should work fine.  I’ll insert us into Valenti’s mind.  It’s after eleven, he might even be asleep.  That’ll make it easier.”  Everyone gathered around and grabbed one of Isabelle’s hands.  She pictured Valenti’s face in her mind and reached out for him.
Everything was whirling out of control.  Isabelle was nearly thrown off her feet, but Max steadied her as she staggered to the side.  Isabelle shook her head.

“Uh-oh…” Kyle sounded sad.  “I recognize this feeling.  I think Dad’s gone and gotten himself drunk.”

Isabelle winced as a wave of nausea washed over her.  Someone beside her groaned.  “Definitely drunk,” Liz said.  “I recognize this feeling.  Ugh.”

Isabelle raised an eyebrow.  “Humans try to feel like this on purpose?”

“Wasn’t a bit what it felt like to me,” Michael’s deep voice seemed to waver in the unsteady atmosphere.

“That’s because you fell unconscious about ten seconds after downing that drink,” Maria said.  “You should have known better.”

“I don’t remember what I felt like,” Max said.  “And now I’ve very glad of it.”  His legs were far apart as he attempted to steady both himself and Isabelle.

“It’s not to feel nauseous so much,” Serena sounded a little amused by the inability of Isabelle and her brothers to deal with Valenti’s confused mind.  “You feel like you can do anything.  Usually happy.  And it dulls emotions too.”

Isabelle’s hands clenched Max’s arm tightly as a particularly violent heave nearly made her lose her footing.  “I can see why.  You’re too busy feeling like shit to feel anything else.”
Kyle was walking forward.  “Dad!  Dad!  Where are you?  I don’t see him.  Do you?”

Isabelle gathered her scattering wits and looked about her.  “No, which is weird.  Dreamwalking always brings me right up to the person.”

“Yeah,  we were right by Miss…er…that girl when we did this before.”

“What’s this?”  Maria sounded curious.
Kyle looked forward, hiding his face from the group.  “Oh, nothing,” Kyle wasn’t very good at lying.  He kept moving forward.  “Dad!  Hey, Da-AAH!” He suddenly pitched forward.

“Kyle?” Serena ran forward unsteadily.  “Are you all right?”

Kyle was getting back up as the rest of the group made their way toward him.  “Yeah, fine.  I found Dad.”  He was lifting a heavy weight.  As Isabelle walked up she saw he was pulling his father to a sitting position.  “Dad, Dad,” Kyle shook his father.  “Wake up.”
Valenti’s eyelids flickered.  Isabelle could actually see his eyes slowly bringing Kyle’s face into focus.  As he recognized his son he started grinning.  “Kyle!  It’s great to see you, son.  Just great.  Great…”  Valenti’s eyes started closing again.

Isabelle cursed under her breath.  “Max, he’s not going to be able to do anything in this state.  Can you do something?”

Max sighed.  “I’d better try.  I think you’re right.  But I don’t have a whole lot left in me.”  He reached out and placed a hand on Valenti’s head.  “I don’t know how well this sort of thing works in here, you know.”  He closed his eyes tightly.  Isabelle felt a splitting headache for a fraction of a second as the heaving world around them calmed down.  Then everything seemed to be clear.

Someone was groaning loudly.  Isabelle heard a rustle of cloth and a thud and opened her eyes.  The world around them behaved as it was supposed to.  Valenti was leaning against Kyle and Isabelle realized the groaning sound was coming from him.  Max was slumped at her feet.  “Max!  Are you okay?”  Liz was already down at his side.  Isabelle heard him mumble something.  Liz looked up at everyone.   “He’s says he’s fine…just tired.”

“Kyle!  Kyle!  It is you!  But…where are we?”  Valenti was rubbing his head and wincing, but his mind seemed to be clear.  “You guys shouldn’t be here!  It can’t be safe!”
“Dad, it’s okay.  We’re not really here.  Isabelle’s dreamwalking all of us.  We needed to talk to you.”

“So this is dreamwalking.  Amazing.  Will I remember this?”

Isabelle crouched down next to him.  “You should, now that Max cleared your head.”  Valenti cleared his throat self-consciously.  “We need your help.”

Valenti straightened up and began to pull himself to his feet.  “Sure.  Of course.  Anything.  I’ll do whatever I can.”  He scanned the group, and his eyes centered on Serena.  His eyebrow rose in an unasked question, but he didn’t say anything.
Liz was pulling Max to his feet.  Isabelle lent a shoulder to help.  Liz caught Valenti’s signal.  “This is Serena, Mr. Valenti.  She’s helped us a lot.  We’d be in a lot worse trouble if it weren’t for her help.”

“Worse trouble?  What trouble are you in?”

“Jesse left Roswell soon after we did.”

Valenti nodded.  “Yeah.”  His eyes flickered over to Isabelle.  “I guess he had a job offer out in Boston, and decided to take it, the situation being what it is.”

“The FBI took him in for questioning.”  Liz’s voice was flat and angry.

“What?”

“Isabelle felt his panic when he was taken.  We tracked him to Boston, and—“

“Wait a minute.  How in the world did you track him?  You can’t sense location on those things, or you would’ve found that poor girl who was buried under the dirt those years ago more easily.”

Kyle cleared his throat as everyone’s eyes centered on him.  He turned pink.  “Uh…I did that, Dad.”

His father turned to look at him.  “What?”

Kyle looked at Liz, then back at his father.  “You know about Liz’s new powers, right?”  Valenti nodded, comprehension washing over his face.  “I have them too, now.  Other than the occasional green explosion, I can sense the location of things.  Isabelle’s dreamwalks.  Liz’s premonitions.”  Kyle looked nervous as he watched his dad’s expression.  His father reached out and silently hugged him.  Kyle managed to look embarrassed and relieved at the same time.
Max began to speak.  Weariness seemed to ooze out of his pores as he spoke.  “We traced him to where the FBI had set up a makeshift interrogation room in Boston, with Kyle’s help.  We’ve managed to get Jesse out of there, but we killed at least one agent and wounded many others in the process.”  He paused for a second, so tired he looked on the edge of collapse.  Isabelle threw a significant look at Michael over her shoulder.  He nodded and stepped up next to Max.  His hand glowed for a second, then Max suddenly stood up straighter.  “Thanks, Michael.  Anyway, we’re pretty sure the government’s not going to react well to what we did tonight.”

“Are you guys okay?  How’s Jesse?  Do you need money or—“

“No, we’re fine.  But we want you and all our parents to get out of Roswell.  Tonight’s got to frighten them.  They’re going to come after us in every way they can.  That includes coming after you.  And after we freed Jesse, I’m frightened of what they’re going to do to you if they capture you.”

“We came to you first.  You’re going to have to hide well.  We figure the full might of the government’s going to come crashing down on you soon.”

“I can’t hide us from the FBI indefinitely, Max.  You know that, right?”

Serena stepped forward.  “That’s where I can help.”

“Who exactly are you?”

“My father and I have been running from the government since I was young.  There’s a…network of alien hunters out there.”  Serena grinned.  “Who knew I’d be joining up with some?  We need you to get out of Roswell and hole up somewhere safe for a few days.  I’ll get my friends to try to set up a place for you to go.”
Valenti looked relieved.  “A few days is possible.  We’ll have to use cash and find someplace to hole up.  How will we contact your…”friends”, though?”

“You won’t have to.  We will.  And we’ll contact you this way again.  It’s the safest way.”  Max looked sad.  He held out his hand to Valenti.  “Thank you, Mr. Valenti.  I’m sorry to put you through this.  We seem to always mess up your life.”

“Don’t worry about it, Max.”  Valenti covered Max’s hand for a second with a crooked grin on his lips.  “You’re one of the good guys.  I know that.”

Isabelle felt a wave of fatigue run over her.  “We have to go, guys.  I’ve got a few other stops to make, and I’m getting tired.”

Max nodded.  Valenti hugged Kyle close again, the looked at Isabelle.  “Tell the others not to call.  I’ll go over and visit.  I assume we’re all bugged, face to face is the only way we should talk.”  

Isabelle nodded.  “I understand.  I’ll tell them.  I’m sorry, we have to go now.”  Isabelle brought her mind back to it’s accustomed residence, inside her own head, and slowly blinked open her eyes.  The others were shaking their heads and looking confused.  She supposed it must be disorienting.  She’d been dreamwalking for so long it was almost second nature to her.  She looked at Maria.

“Valenti would probably go to your mom first,” she said when Maria looked a little recovered.  “Let’s give her some warning.”  Maria swallowed and nodded.  She held out her hand and Isabelle snatched it up.  “Are you ready?”
“Yeah.”  Maria smiled.  “I can’t wait to see her, even if it’s just for a bit.”  

Isabelle closed her eyes and concentrated.  She felt an instant connection.  This seemed to get easier every time she tried it.  She squeezed Maria’s hand and opened her eyes.  “We’re there, Maria.”
Maria let go of Isabelle’s hand and ran forward to her mother.  “Mom!  Mom, it’s me!”  The dream around them faded into mist before Isabelle even had time to register it.  Maria’s mother whirled around to face Maria, a smile lighting up her face.

“Maria!  Oh, baby, it’s so good to see you!”  Walls were building themselves up around them as Amy DeLuca hugged her daughter.  Isabelle took a step forward into the room as a wall began coalescing around her.  They were standing in a close approximation of the DeLuca kitchen.  Amy DeLuca released her daughter and looked at her critically.  “You look so tired, honey.”
Maria was smiling.  “I’m fine, Mom.  It’s great to see you.  But you’re not dreaming, you know.  I’m really here.”  At Maria’s words the world shimmered around them.  Maria’s mother’s face looked uncertain.

“What do you mean?”

“You’re dreaming, Mom.”  The house fell into rubble around them.  Maria grabbed her mother’s hand and held it tightly.  “But don’t worry, Isabelle and I are really here.”

“I-I don’t understand.”

Isabelle stepped forward, used to dealing with people’s dreaming minds.  “Did Liz’s father explain things to you, Mrs. DeLuca?  About Max, Michael and I?”

Maria’s mom stared at Isabelle with wide eyes.  She nodded silently.  “Yes.  Liz’s diaries.  He showed them to us before burning them.”  She reached out blindly and yanked Maria to her side.  “So, this is one of your…er…psychic powers?  What was it called, ‘dreamwalking’?”

Isabelle nodded and smiled.  “Yes.  We’ve come to warn you, Mrs. DeLuca.  You may be in danger.  All of our parents may be in danger.”

Maria tightened her arms around her mother.  “We’re safe Mom.  But the FBI took Jesse.  We just got him out.  We’re worried they’ll come after you next.”

“We’ve already asked Jim Valenti for help,” Isabelle continued.  “He’ll probably be coming over soon.  We need you to get out of town and hide out for a couple days.  Don’t call him though.  Your phone may be bugged.”

Maria looked at her mom with a serious expression.  “You have to be careful.  No credit cards, only cash.  You can’t attract suspicion.  You have to be careful about people identifying the car too.  Mr. Valenti will know what to do.  We’re trying to find a more permanent solution.”  Maria hugged her mother close again.  “Wake up, Mom, and get ready.  Take care of yourself.”
Mrs. DeLuca hugged her close and smiled tearfully.  “There you go, trying to mother me again.  We’ll be fine, honey.”

Isabelle reached for Maria’s shoulder.  “We have to go.  Liz’s parents are next.”

Maria nodded silently and stepped back from her mother.  “Okay.”

Isabelle pulled away from Maria’s mother’s mind and opened her eyes back in the hotel suite.  Maria took a second, so Isabelle gently disengaged her hand from Maria’s and turned to Liz.  “Which parent do you want to talk to, Liz?”
“Dad.  I sent him the diary, and he’s been so worried about me.”

“Alright.  Take my hand.  Try to keep it short, Liz.  I’ve got to go to our parents too, and I’m on my last legs.”  Liz nodded in understanding.  Isabelle closed her eyes and pictured Liz’s father.  As she tried to make contact, a wave of exhaustion nearly overcame her.  She struggled to maintain her balance through it, and suddenly knew that they’d entered Liz’s father’s mind.  Isabelle sank down to the ground with a moan and sat there for a moment.  

Liz’s urgent voice whispered in her ear.  “Isabelle, are you alright?”
Isabelle nodded.  “Just tired.  I’m going to sit here for a bit.  You explain the situation to your father, okay?”

Liz patted her shoulder and stepped away.  “I’ll be right back.”  Isabelle let herself flop back to lie down, staring up at the indistinct dream sky.  The grey and dark purple cloud colors suddenly brightened.  Isabelle turned her head as she heard Liz’s voice.  Her father must have seen her.

“Liz!  Are you alright?  We’ve been so worried about you!”  Liz’s mother was standing next to him.  Liz looked over her shoulder back at Isabelle quizzically.

“No, Liz, he’s dreaming.  That’s not really your mother.  Just keep your dad’s attention and explain the situation.”

Liz turned back to her father.  “I’m fine, Dad.”  She winced as she stretched out her arms to hug him.  He pulled back and took a look at her arm.
“Is that blood I see?  What happened to your arm?” Her father’s voice was sharp with concern.

Liz smiled.  “It’s fine, Dad.  Just a graze.  Max will heal it in a bit.  Did you get my journals, Dad?”

Jeff Parker looked up from Liz’s arm.  “Yes.  I read them to the others and then we burned them, as you wanted.”  He looked down at the ground, then up at her again.  “The things in there sound so crazy, but they explain so much about what’s been happening the last couple years.  And about you and Max…”

Liz looked down now.  “I hope you’re okay with the fact we got married.  I never wanted to disappoint you,  Dad, but I have to live my own—“

“Don’t worry about that, honey.  I just wanted to protect you.  I guess you’re past that, now.”   He peered around his daughter at Isabelle.  “What’s been happening?  Everything can’t be alright if you’re injured and Isabelle’s so exhausted.”

“That’s why we came, Dad.  The government kidnapped Jesse.  They were interrogating him for information about us.  We just rescued him.”

“What?  Why are you wasting time here with me, then!  They’ll be after you, you have to hide!”

“We’re okay, Dad.  Really!  What we’re concerned about now is you!”

“Me?”

“All of our parents.  We’re afraid they’re going to take you guys.  We…there’s no easy way to say this.  We injured and even killed some FBI agents to get Jesse out.”  Liz swallowed.  Her hands turned white, she gripped her father’s hands so hard.  “They’re not going to let this go.  We couldn’t leave Jesse in their hands.  But now we’ve placed you in immediate danger too.”

Jeff Parker was looking from the bullet wound on Liz’s arm up to her face in horror.  “Were they shooting at you?”

Liz shook her father.  “I’m fine.  Really.  It barely touched me.  Max would never let anything happen to me.  You have to be concerned for yourself.”  Her father opened his mouth to protest, but Liz shook him.  “No!  I mean it!  We contacted Mr. Valenti.  He’s going to get you all out of town.  Don’t call him.  He’ll come to you.  You’re going to have to hide out for at least a couple days.  We’re working on a more permanent solution, but we have to get you out of town tonight.  You probably don’t have much time.”
Mr. Parker closed his mouth and stood rigid for a moment, then nodded woodenly.  “I understand.  Thank you for warning us, honey.”

“I have to go, Dad.  Isabelle still has to contact her parents.”  Her voice was thick with unshed tears.  She gave her father one more quick hug, then ran back over to Isabelle.  She held out her hands.  “Here, Isabelle.  Let me help you up.”

Isabelle gratefully took Liz’s hand and pulled herself to her feet.  As she rose, she felt a little strength returning.  Liz was sweating a little.  She must have been trying to transfer energy.  Isabelle smiled at her.

“Thanks, Liz.  Are you ready?”

Liz nodded, and the world around them shimmered away.

A stranger was in the room.  Isabelle looked at him as Liz swayed a little from her seat on the ground.  Max caught Liz’s shoulders with his hands, and Isabelle’s gaze with his eyes.  “Room service.  Soup for Jesse.”  Isabelle started to rise, but saw that Serena was already walking up to the man.  She handed the guy a tip with a smile and murmured thank you, then carried the soup back into the bedroom.  “Serena will take care of it right now, while we’re warning our parents.”
 “I can’t get them both, Max.  Mom or Dad?”  Max thought about it a bit.  Isabelle broke in.  “I think Dad would be best…he’s more likely to listen to what we have to say.  Mom’s going to want a blow by blow account of what we’ve been up to.  I don’t have the strength for that.”

Max nodded.  “Sounds good.  I guess we should get going.”  He placed his hand in hers.  She closed her eyes and searched for one of the first faces she’d ever known, other than Max’s.  The transition was sudden, and she was standing in a playground filled with children.  Max silently pointed.  Their father was pushing a young girl on a swing set.  Isabelle recognized an eight year old version of herself and tried to swallow back a lump in her throat.  Max squeezed her hand and walked up to their father.

“Dad.  Over here.”  Max’s voice was gentle.  Isabelle wiped some threatening tears from her eyes and followed him to her father’s side.  Their father looked at them blankly for a moment, then comprehension washed over his face.

“Max!  Isabelle!”  He crushed them both close, one in each arm.  “How…what are you doing here?”  The playground and children around them were slowly fading into mist as their father’s attention became absorbed with them.

“Dad,” Isabelle clung to him for a moment.  She remembered how she felt when she was young.  Her father could always take care of every problem.  If only she could go back to that total childhood trust.

Max began to pull out of the embrace.  “Dad, we have a problem.”

“Is it about…um, about…your heritage?”

Max nodded.  “Yes.  We’re worried the FBI could take you and Mom into custody.  We’d like you to leave town.”

“They won’t try anything, Max.  I’m a lawyer.  They’d better know better than to try to—“

“Dad!” Isabelle broke in before he could get started.  “They took Jesse!”

“What?”

“They took him and pumped him full of drugs and questioned him, Dad.  We’ve just rescued him.  But we’re scared they’re going to come after you now.  Please, Dad, you have to listen!”

Their father opened his mouth, but then closed it again and looked off into space as he thought.  He slowly nodded.  “All right.  I guess we can leave.  But surely the FBI’s going to find us eventually, especially if they’re ignoring normal legal procedure.”

“We’ve already contacted Mr. Valenti.  He used to be the sheriff, he’ll be able to keep you below the radar for a couple days.  Don’t use the phones.  He’ll come over.  Only talk in person.  We’ve got some friends that we hope will be able to hide you after you get away.”  Max looked down at the ground.  “I’m sorry, Dad.  We’ve ruined your life.  And after you and Mom took us in and loved us.”
Isabelle buried her face in her father’s shoulder.  Max was going to make her lose it if he didn’t stop that!  She felt her father’s hand run through her hair.  “Don’t worry about that.  We love you.  We are your parents.  And your mother and I would never dream of changing the decision we made when we adopted you.”

Max nodded, speechless.  Isabelle raised her head and took a step back.  “Thank you, Dad.  And be careful.  We’re going to find a way to settle this so you can return to your normal life.”

Her dad just smiled and leaned forward and kissed Isabelle on the forehead.  “Take care, honey.”  He shook Max’s hand.  “And you too, son.”

Max waved.   “Bye, Dad.”

“Bye.”

Isabelle brought them back to the hotel room.  When she opened her eyes she stood up and stumbled to the bathroom without a word, slamming the door shut behind her.  She sank to the floor, her back against the door, and began to sob.  What were they going to do?  How could they make this right again?

*****

Kyle felt delightfully lazy.  It’d taken almost fifteen minutes of luxuriating in a comfortable bed with real pillows for him to even get his eyes open.  Actually getting up seemed beyond him.  He turned his head and looked around the room.
Michael’s bed was already empty, his clothes thrown haphazardly on the bed and dresser.  The window curtains were closed most of the way, but the sun that shone through the crack between curtains was bright and made a beeline for Kyle’s head.  That’s what had initially awakened him.  He turned his head to get the glare out of his eyes and listened.  He could hear the soft, muffled sound of conversation through the closed bedroom door.  The smell of fresh eggs suddenly intruded on his attention, and Kyle involuntarily sat up.  They hadn’t eaten last night, and his stomach was screaming for food.
The prospect of breakfast spurred him more than anything else could.  He threw off the sheets and changed into his last clean set of clothing.  They’d better do laundry sometime soon.  He opened the door and stepped into the suite’s living area.  The door to the girls’ room was open, but they didn’t appear to be in there.  They weren’t in the living room either.  The conversation he heard was some random movie on TV.  Michael was slumped on the couch, his feet on the coffee table and a plate of scrambled eggs and bacon on his lap.  Kyle’s mouth watered.
“Hey.  When did breakfast get here?”

“Hey yourself,” Michael muttered around his mouthful of eggs.  Kyle flopped down on the couch next to him.  Michael seemed determined to do everything wrong as long as he could get away without nagging from Maria.  “It gets here about fifteen minutes after you call room service.”

“Isn’t that awfully expensive?”  Kyle’s eyes roved the room.  He hadn’t noticed where the phone was last night.  “Besides, why are we using Serena’s credit card without worry?”  There it was, on a small table by an uncomfortable looking chair in the corner.  “We used all of her cards to get the plane tickets.  They’ll be able to figure it out, won’t they?”  Michael kept eating, but shot Kyle a look and seemed to be considering his question.  Kyle looked around the room again.  “Where is the room service menu?”  Michael lifted his feet off the table, and Kyle saw it under his feet.  He leaned forward and snatched it off the table just as Michael’s legs came back down.

“Serena and Maria got the suites, each with a different card.  That’s why we’re on different floors, we didn’t want it to look like we were together.”  Kyle was looking through the menu for a promising choice, but he listened to Michael with a portion of his attention.  “The FBI will probably trace everyone, but I don’t think we look particularly suspicious.  It’ll take them a while.”  The only decent looking meal was probably the same one Michael was eating.  Kyle stood up and walked over to the phone.  Michael held up his hand and examined it.  “I think I’m going to have to do something about our fingerprints.  We weren’t really careful about that last night.  If they examine our rooms here, even days later, they may make a match.”
Kyle dialed room service and ordered breakfast for himself, then hung up and stretched out on the couch again.  “We didn’t really touch much, last night.  The few things we did touch, like that one gun Isabelle picked up, were melted out of recognition or somehow destroyed.”

Michael shrugged.  “I’m sure the FBI will be able to pick up more than you think.”  He stirred his remaining eggs around on his plate uneasily.  “They’re going to put all their resources into it after last night.”

Kyle really couldn’t come up with anything to say after that.  An uneasy silence hung over the room as they both pretended they were watching the TV.  Kyle was saved by a knock at the door.  He jumped up and walked over to the suite door.  “Who is it?” he asked through the closed door.
“Room service, sir.”

Kyle felt around in his pockets, and realized he didn’t have money for a tip.  “Shit!  Michael, you have cash for the tip?”

Michael waved his hand with a total lack of concern.  “It’s added to the bill already, said so on the bottom of the menu.”
Kyle sighed with relief and opened the door.  The eggs and bacon smelled unbelievably good.  He smiled at the guy who brought it up and practically snatched the plate away from him.  He walked back to the couch.  It was nice to relax, without the girls around to bother them about their manners.  Michael sighed, satisfied, and put his plate down on the table with a clatter.  He probably felt the same way.  Kyle shoved a forkful of eggs into his mouth and rolled his eyes.  They were wonderful.  “So,” he muttered as he ate, “where are Maria and Serena?  Have you talked to the others yet this morning?”

Michael snorted.  “I figured the girls would spend the whole morning talking about chick stuff.  I’m just happy to get the chance to vegetate for a while.”

“Any word on Jesse?”

Michael shook his head.  “Nothing.  I figure they’d come get us if he woke up, but who knows?”  He was staring at the TV.  “Are you watching this shit?”

Kyle’s eyes flicked to the TV screen.  Some home fix-it show.  Why the hell was Michael watching this?  He glanced over at the clock on the wall.  The hour had just changed.  Kyle shook his head as he shoveled more food into his mouth.  “No,” he said between bites.  “Not into fixing houses.  Maybe if it were a car show…”

“Maybe I can find some movie involving gratuitous sex and violence one of the movie channels.”  Michael started flipping through channels.

“You know,” Kyle said as he realized something, “the prospect of watching explosions and gunfights on TV isn’t as interesting when you’re dealing with it in real life.”

“Yeah, sucks, doesn’t it?”  Michael toyed with the control some more.  “At least we got a little time to rest.  Though we’ll have to think of a smart way to get out of town.”  He threw the remote down on the coffee table in disgust and began to pace around the room.  Kyle kept his attention on the important thing – breakfast.  “We can’t take the rented car out of town.  We can’t go near the bus stations, train stations, or airports with a ten foot pole.”
“Maybe Serena has an idea,” Kyle offered.  How could he relax with Michael so uptight?  “You should ask her.”  And get out of my hair, he thought.

“Maybe.  But that’s another problem.  I don’t like the way we’re relying on her.  Can we really trust her yet?  We don’t really know anything about her, and right now she knows a lot about us.”

“Hey, she told us she was the granddaughter of that army dude you knew.”

“Yeah, Dodie.  But maybe that was a set-up,” Michael started.

“That doesn’t make sense.  You and that guy were the only ones who knew what went on during your conversation.  You never wrote all that crap up in your history paper, right?  No one would have any reason to come to you with a story about being the granddaughter of Dodie.”

“We can’t just trust her with our lives because of one fluke!”

“We already have.”  Kyle chased the last few bits of egg around his plate.  “I’m not saying we give her everything, or completely drop our guard.  But we’ve trusted her with enough to get us killed three times over already.  I mean, if she’s some sort of spy, wouldn’t the FBI know about her credit cards?  Do you really think they’d have allowed last night to happen if they knew where to find us?”  Michael shook his head.  He still looked a little frustrated, but relieved too.  Kyle put down his plate with a satisfied sigh.  “That was perfect.  I’m going to go take a shower—unless you need the bathroom?”

“Nah, go ahead.”

Kyle had just turned when the door flew open and Maria burst her way in.  “Isabelle’s worried!  Jesse still hasn’t awakened, and his fever is getting bad!  Max is trying to wake him, but he says something really wrong!  I think you’d both better come!”  Kyle threw a longing look over his shoulder before rushing after Maria and Michael.

“Can you wake him?  Can we find out what’s wrong?”  Isabelle asked as the three of them arrived in their bedroom.  She was a mess, her hair disheveled and dark rings under her eyes.  She didn’t appear to have changed her clothes, either.  And here Kyle had hoped recovering Jesse would restore her to normal.  “We’ve been giving him water and soup, but he only wakes up enough to swallow it.  And he just keeps getting warmer!”

Max was leaned over Jesse’s bed, and his hand glowed bright with energy, but there was no noticeable physical effect on Jesse.  Liz’s hands were on his shoulders, supporting him.  Kyle looked around.  “Where’s Serena?”  Liz looked up at him for a second and tossed her head toward the other bedroom.  The door was open.  Kyle walked over and poked his head in.  “Hello?  Serena?  You in here?”
“Over here, Kyle.”  She was sitting at a small desk piled high with the handwritten reports from the makeshift interrogation room they’d raided.

“What are you doing?”

“I can’t really do anything for Jesse.  So I thought I’d look through the FBI papers.  Maybe they did something to him.”

“Any luck?”  Kyle looked, but there wasn’t another chair for him in the room.

“No, but I’ve only gone through these, and then I’ve only given them a few looks, no in-depth searches.”

Kyle arrived at a decision.  “I’ll help you.  Give me a second.”  He snatched a chair from the breakfast nook in the suite and dragged it up to Serena’s.  “You have any idea what we’re looking for?”

Serena shrugged.  “Not really.  The first thing I’d like to find is a doctor’s record.  They had to have someone with medical knowledge there for the interrogation.  That will give a good idea of what they may have done to him.”

Kyle picked up the next piece of paper on the unread stack.  “So I’m looking for medical stuff.  Okay.”  He started to read the paper.  It seemed to be administrative information.  He didn’t even see anything about Jesse in it.  He placed it on the read pile and picked up another sheet.  “Do you have any idea of what they may have done to him?  From your—er—group’s experience?”

“I would suspect some sort of drugs were involved in the interrogation.  He didn’t appear to have been beaten or otherwise injured.”  Serena’s voice was a little unsteady.  “I assume they hadn’t gotten to that point yet.  It’s good we came when we did.”

“Would their truth serum do this to Jesse?” Kyle asked.  “That sodium pentagram stuff in spy movies?”

Serena looked askance at him.  “Sodium pentothal?”  She looked uncertain.  “I don’t think so, though I guess it’s possible.  They use a lot of other stuff in interrogations, though, Kyle.  Sodium pentothal is the least of them.”
“What do you mean?”

“They’ve been using very pure forms of marijuana and LSD for years.  Who knows what other drugs they may have that I don’t know about?  I’m not a doctor or a chemist, I only have the tiniest bit of knowledge about this stuff.”  Serena picked up a few papers and rifled through them.  “Any of those drugs, administered often enough, in large enough doses, would at the very least screw him up.  Maybe even addict him.  This could just be drug withdrawal, for all we know.”

Kyle was infected with her sense of urgency, and grabbed a few sheets himself off the unread stack.  He was puzzling his way through a paper with particularly bad handwriting when Serena gasped and dropped the papers she was holding.  Kyle bent over in an attempt to catch them, but his hand missed.  Serena impatiently kicked her chair back and crouched down to gather the sheets up.  Kyle placed his own handful down on the small desk they’d been using and turned to help her, but she was already standing.  She shoved most of the papers into his arms.  “Put these down.  I think I found what I was looking for.”  She ran out of the room.  Kyle repressed an urge to get angry at her attitude.  They all dismissed him like he was useless.  Sure, he was inexperienced and even a little dangerous with his new, out of control powers, but he did what he could.  He stuck his hands in his pockets as he followed Serena’s mad dash at a more reasonable pace.  He hadn’t asked to get involved in all this, but he’d done what he could to help out.  He didn’t deserve to be dismissed, ignored, or used as a pawn.  Isabelle’s attitude the last couple days had especially worn on his determined good humor.  Even Buddha’s advice wasn’t helping to curb his sudden burning resentment.  He felt a scowl darkening his face as he stomped into the bedroom.
“But what does that mean?” Liz asked.  She and Max were looking at Serena.  Max’s eyes were half closed and his face was haggard.  Jesse’s eyes were open and a little more aware.  Isabelle was hovering over him, holding his hand in a death grip as she murmured to him.  Her attention was not complete, however.  Her eyes keep darting over to look at Serena.  Michael was holding a worried Maria.  Kyle leaned against the doorjamb and did his best to stifle his resentment and listen.

“I don’t know.”  Serena sounded frustrated.  Her hand shook and her eyes were staring intently at the paper it held as if will alone would make its words clear to her.  “The notations are all abbreviated.  But they’re talking about the drugs they used in the interrogation.  And this,” her hand pointed to an underlined note.  Kyle was too far to read it but he could see the handwriting was darker and more emphatic where she was concentrating.  “This indicates that one drug was used in small quantities, then larger and larger doses.  The doctor here noted down his objections to the dosages being used, but the agent in charge of the interrogation ordered it.”  She squinted.  “He calls the drug ICS.  He never says more.”  Serena kept reading for a few moments, then snorted in annoyance.  “Not here, anyway.  I’ll keep looking.”  She glanced up.  “But for the kind of objections noted here, there’s something dangerous about the doses of this drug given to Jesse.  I don’t know if there are side effects or addiction issues or what.  But we need to find out.”  She looked at Jesse, and Kyle couldn’t help but follow her gaze.  Jesse seemed disoriented and unfocused.  It was obvious he wasn’t absorbing their conversation.  A small smile wafted over his face as his gaze wandered toward Isabelle’s face.  Kyle felt the last dregs of his anger and resentment dissolve as Isabelle buried her face in her husband’s chest.  He heard a small sound escape her throat and ached to hold her, to help her somehow.  The fact that he couldn’t suddenly made it hard for him to breathe.
Liz stood up.  “I’ll help you look through the other papers, Serena.  Maybe we’ll find out more.”

Max leaned back in his chair.  “I can’t get a handle on this, whatever it is.  It’s disorienting me whenever I try to help him.  I don’t know how long the effects of this drug would stay in his system, but he seems to be more strongly effected as time passes rather than less.”  He leaned forward and slapped his hand against the paper Serena was holding.  “We need to find out what this is.”  He looked at his sister and brother in law, and clamped his lips together, as if holding back his worried thoughts might change the outcome of his efforts.  He shook his head.  “We should have tried to gather up what chemicals they had there…then we might know what this ICS stuff is.”
Isabelle raised her head with a sniff.  “The doctor was putting some stuff into his IV when we rushed the interrogation room.  Some yellowish  liquid.  Maybe it was more of this ICS stuff.”  She wiped at the tear streaks on her face.

“I remember something like that…yeah, the doctor, when I healed him, mentioned something about the ICS.”  Max nodded to himself.  “There’s a good chance you’re right, Iz.”


Serena looked around the room.  “I can keep looking through the papers we have, this might give us more.  But I’ve looked through about a third, and this is the only thing I’ve found so far.  I’ll keep looking, of course, but we have to consider the possibility that I won’t find out more.”

Michael’s face was stiff and set.  He watched the room with eyes that Kyle suddenly found a little creepy.  Maria was standing next to him with a worried expression on her face.  “What about the hard drive and CD-Rs you took?”

“I don’t have the equipment to hook up the hard drive right now.  I checked out the CDs, but they must be encoded or damaged, I couldn’t get anything out of them.”


Kyle levered himself up off the doorjamb and turned back to the other room, his fit of pique finally cooling.  He could help Serena look for more information on this drug.  He glanced over his shoulder at Jesse.  He seemed pale and his breath came in short bursts, almost as if he was gasping.  Isabelle was watching him again.  A heavy hand suddenly landed on his shoulder and he couldn’t help jumping in surprise.

“Sorry about that,” Serena said, a faint undercurrent of humor in her voice.  “I didn’t mean to startle you.  Are you going to help me keep looking for information on this ICS stuff?”  Kyle nodded wordlessly, and it crossed his mind that she looked gorgeous when she smiled.  He watched her walk to the other room for a second, then shook his head and followed after.

*****


Michael watched the activity with narrowed eyes.  It was good he’d parked so far away.  The walk had been annoying, but there was no way they’d see the SUV and connect it to pictures from the night before.  The power in the area was still out, for some reason.  One stupid pole shouldn’t take all night to fix.  Maybe the FBI wasn’t allowing the electric company into the area to fix the problem.


He felt a sudden jarring in his shoulder as something ran into him.  He turned his head, his rambling thoughts coming back to the present.  A large man had bumped into him.


“Sorry,” the stranger said.  His haircut looked almost military to Michael, as if the man had just started growing it out.  His suspicions only sharpened as he noticed the man looking him over more carefully than a chance run in warranted.  Michael was glad he’d taken the added precaution of changing his face and hair.  He wished he’d made himself look taller or something as well, now.


“No problem,” Michael said, trying to act casual.  Maintaining a disguise that was just different from his own face, as opposed to looking exactly like someone else, was easier, but he could tell he wouldn’t be able to keep it up forever.  “What’s going on, anyway?  I’m still waiting for the power to come back.  They’re not giving any info on the news.”  Michael didn’t even bother to try pulling off a Boston accent.  He noticed the man he’d run into didn’t either.  He had to be an agent or something.

The man looked a little interested.  “You live in the area?  You don’t sound like it…”


Michael forced a laugh.  He wondered in the back of his mind why the guy didn’t see through him at once.  Or was that just his nerves?  “I haven’t been here long.  Just moved here a few months ago.  I’m sure I’ll pick up the accent eventually.”


“Yeah?”  The guy belatedly put his hands in his pockets and tried to act casual himself.  “Did you hear anything?”


“Are you kidding?”  Michael made himself laugh again.  “Gunshots, and a godawful racket, like a tree falling.”  He assumed a thoughtful expression.  “Think that was an electric pole or something?”  Would the guy take the bait?


“Could be.”  The man seemed eager again.  “Do you recall anything else about last night?”


Michael barely restrained a disgusted snort.  “Do you recall”?  Who the hell spoke like that?  The guy was falling for his story.  “Yeah, yeah, there was something funny,” Michael said as he quickly scanned the area.  He’d been stopped only half a block from crime scene tape, and there was a narrow little alley just off to his right.  Michael gestured toward the alley.  “I saw something weird in here.  I picked it up after this SUV came tearing outta there,” he pointed toward the scene, “after midnight.  I saw this flash.  I’ll show you where I picked it up.”  The man practically licked his lips in eagerness.  Michael hid a grin and led him into the mouth of the alley.  As soon as they were out of sight Michael whirled without another word and slammed the man into the wall with his powers.  He caught the man’s body and helped him down slowly to avoid any unnecessary noise, then studied his face carefully.  He whacked him once more in the head to keep him unconscious for a while.  He emptied the man’s pockets into his own and strode out of the alley wearing the man’s clothes and face.  He wouldn’t be able to do much about his voice, though.  He’d have to consider working on that in the future.

He got little more than a cursory glance from the men along the perimeter of the crime scene, and was grateful he’d been able to avoid having to speak.  Now if only he could hold onto his luck just a bit longer…


He came to an involuntary stop as he walked up to the building.  The number of people gathered here was staggering.  There was a large group to one side of the building, and another bunch of people gathered where the SUV had picked them up, crawling carefully along the ground with weird sensors, chemicals and stuff Michael couldn’t even recognize.  He couldn’t prevent a momentary twinge of worry.  That much concentrated manpower would have to be able to track them down eventually, wouldn’t it?  Michael realized he’d stopped moving and forced himself to walk forward confidently.  He had to find that chemical Isabelle had mentioned.  It’d be near medical people probably.  Michael scanned the area for hints as he rounded the corner of the building.

There was a sea of translucent tarp in front of him, tents of it.  There were some hospital type smells coming out of it, so he took a bracing breath and went in.


The smell was enough to make his stomach churn.  He felt himself turning green as he saw the – the THING on the makeshift table.  Max had mentioned he’d burned a man, but this…

He forced himself to scan the room, half in search of any amber chemical that looked promising, half to distract himself from the ruin of a human body before him.


“Can I help you?” a young woman asked.  Michael stood there for a moment like an idiot.  Her eyes were bright green, and her skin was so milky white that her freckles stood out in stark relief.  What was cute girl like her doing with dead bodies?  He restrained a shudder.  She looked at him in sympathy.  “You didn’t see this before, did you, sir?  It’s pretty gruesome.”


Michael coughed and made his voice sound raspy, hoping it would disguise the fact that he wasn’t who he looked like.  “I’m confirming that all the ICS has been…accounted for.  I wasn’t sure where to find that out, so I thought…”


She came to his rescue.  “Oh, yes.  That wouldn’t be here, sir, That would be over in our supply truck.”  She helpfully pointed it out to him.  He nodded and backed away with only a wan smile by way of thanks.  She seemed used to his reaction, and turned back toward the body as he left.  He’d found out where it was, now he just had to get his hands on it.  He briefly considered trying to find more information about this drug, rather than just a sample, but he could already feel the strain of holding his disguise.  His time was limited.  There didn’t seem to be anyone near the supply truck, not even a guard.  Michael couldn’t believe it would be this easy.  Every step made him more nervous, and he was convinced each step would bring someone shouting “Stop!”, but no one noticed him.

He ducked into the truck.  It was lined with shelves full of bottles with liquids and pills, and a cabinet that appeared to be locked.  Michael looked carefully for any sign of anyone, but the truck appeared to empty of both people and video surveillance.  Michael was aghast.  Why weren’t they watching anything?!?  It had to be a trap!  Maybe it had been stupid to come here on his own without telling anyone.  But Max was exhausted from healing Jesse, and Isabelle was hopeless now too.  He was the only one left who could do anything.  Michael stood there for a moment trying to control his sudden bout of fear and doubt.  Inexplicably, Maria’s face appeared in his mind.  He closed his eyes and thought about her for a minute, imagining her by his side, giving him advice – or maybe, in his less charitable thoughts, ordering him around.  Somehow it calmed him.  He opened his eyes again.  Maybe it wasn’t a trap.  The perimeter security had been very good, with a layer of undercover agents in front of the crime scene tape, and then all the agents watching behind the lines as well.  Maybe he hadn’t been detected.  And if he had…well…there was nothing he could do about it now.  He quickly began scanning the shelves, but saw nothing labeled “ICS” or anything that might have those initials.  Finally he came to the locked metal cabinet.  He’d already been in here five minutes, and he could feel the sweat running down his back.  Time was short.  But he couldn’t face going back to the hotel room and listening to the scolding he was going to get from Max, Isabelle, and Maria without doing everything he could to find the damned chemical first.  He held his hand up to the lock and tried to be very careful in his manipulations.  There was a faint click and he reached up to open the door, but it didn’t budge.  He pulled harder, wondering if it was stuck, but it still wouldn’t move.  In frustration he blew the hinges of the door off the cabinet.  The metal plate swung from the un-hinged side—that’s when Michael noticed the latch on the side.  He bit back a frustrated curse and looked through the cabinet, being careful about leaving his fingerprints on anything.

He was about to give up the entire mission when he spotted a mid-sized bottle in the back, almost the size of a liter bottle of soda.  The label on the front said “Interrogation Conditioning Serum”.  Michael held it up to the light.  The glass of the bottle was brown, he couldn’t see the color.  He frowned and opened the top carefully, then poured a drop onto the lid.  A yellowish orange colored liquid rolled around on the lid.  This must be it.  Michael carefully closed the lid and looked around.  There was a small cooler big enough to place the bottle in.  He looked back at the cabinet.  There was no time to erase the evidence that he’d been here.  He just had to get out of here quickly.  He walked with all the confidence he could muster toward the nearest edge of the crime scene.  The agents looked at him oddly.  He could feel sweat pouring down his face.  He reached up to wipe his brow and smiled weakly at them.


“I was getting hot.  Grabbed something to drink,” he rasped, again hoping to disguise his voice enough to escape notice.  One of the agents grinned and motioned him through, though the other still watched him carefully.  It was all Michael could do to keep his pace steady and relaxed until he had a chance to duck out of sight around a corner.  Now to get to the hotel.  Michael let his face melt back to normal and strolled back toward where he’d left the car.

Max, Michael, and Isabelle.  Their parents.  Maria, Kyle, Jesse and I.  Our parents.  And Alex, always Alex.  How many must pay in blood, sweat and tears for our safety?  As we draw together, and our circle shrinks, I can’t help feeling fear.  But it’s not fair, and it’s not right that such a price should be exacted from us.  Max can’t help being who he was born to be.


Maybe, if we can bring ourselves to trust again, things will start to work themselves out for us.  I think our own fear is as great a danger as the stifling feeling of the government closing in on us.  I can’t help feeling that our willingness to take Serena in and believe in her is a sign that we’re not giving in to our fears.  And as we reach out next for help from her underground, I hope we aren’t sorry we’ve trusted.  It can all go wrong in so many ways.


So why do I keep feeling that it won’t?  Is it just my hope getting the better of me?  Or another aspect of my precognition?  Can I trust this feeling, or must I doubt it?


Who misplaced the alien powers manual?!?
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