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JOSIE TOWER, an alien and human hybrid, stood on her telekinetic skimmer and dived off of the First Continental Bank of New Angeles. Ignoring the horrified screams of the bank guards who’d chased her across the rooftop, she raced over the city. Short, with blue hair and eyes that appeared gray or golden depending on her mood, she looked human for the most part. Now fourteen, she loved her power, the fantasy game she played daily and exploring the city.

At last, she landed in the city’s Kelvorain neighborhood, located near Halo Lake. Many of the city’s aliens resided here, most of them refugees from the brutal civil war that had started in the Kelvorain Empire just over two years ago. A region more than seventy light-years from the Solar System, the empire had sent a fleet to Earth around fifty years earlier.

Since then, Grand Matriarch Mace, the empire’s leader, had rescued the last two billion humans on Earth from the turmoil of generations of environmental disasters. She’d calmed the volcanoes, soothed the turbulent oceans, and rebuilt cities like New Angeles.

In return, the Kelvorain had asked for help building a giant portal near Jupiter and volunteers to patrol a border with another alien race who’d warred with them in the past. Josie had traveled through Argo Station several years ago to visit her relatives in the empire. However, with the Matriarch Rebellion ongoing, her foster father Esteban didn’t want her swept up into the conflict.

“There you are,” Esteban said when she met him at the neighborhood park. Tall, lean and handsome, he always tried to keep his cool even when Josie acted out.

Also known as Platinum Jaguar, he ran the independent city-state of Cloud Vegas located above the New Rockies. He’d taken Josie in after her alien father went to jail. He and Tower Mage had collaborated on several missions against the hero services who ran New Angeles and remained close friends.

For her part, Josie loved Esteban because he remembered to feed her three times a day and didn’t get mad whenever she broke his mecha.

“Here, I got you that guava juice you like.” Josie took the bottle from her bag and thrust it at him.

His smile lit up his face. “How thoughtful of you. Did you happen to bring the speech I left on your desk this morning?”

“Ugh, your speech writer made me sound like my history teacher.”

The crowd gave way for the local priestess, Meridian, who bowed to Josie. “Honored matriarch, you aren’t wearing the ceremonial gown I sent.”

Josie’s face darkened with embarrassment. “It didn’t fit right. I don’t have all the muscles like the grand matriarch.”

Unlike her, the empire’s matriarchs seemed almost two meters tall, athletic and able to knock down their opponents with a single, angry glare. In contrast, Josie, who served as Earth’s sole matriarch, couldn’t bully anyone.

However, her telekinesis meant that she commanded the instant respect of every Kelvorain person present at the festival today. Powers seemed rare among the modern Kelvorain, which was why her father had created her.

“Josie!” Her older sister Pulsar marched over to them, her fists clenched. Blonde, tall and almost always furious, she looked more like a Kelvorain queen than Josie ever could.

“Oh no.” Although the young telekinetic tried to run, Esteban and Priestess Meridian grabbed her arms.

Pulsar pointed at her. “Yet again you disgrace the House of the Southern Peninsula. What are you wearing?”

Before their father had produced Josie from his genetic material and that of over thirty humans, Pulsar had been the heir to their noble house. Since her older sister lacked a power, she’d been forced to give way to Josie. Pulsar had arrived on Earth with a batch of refugees about six weeks ago and had been yelling at the telekinetic ever since.

“Enough.” Priestess Meridian pulled out a colorful yellow cloak from her own bag and draped it around Josie’s shoulders. “Do you have a comb and cosmetics?”

“Here.” Josie pulled out the makeup kit that Esteban’s fiancée had given her and her comb.

Pulsar took charge of the makeup. “When are you going to remember that you’re a matriarch who represents our house? You aren’t a small child anymore.”

“Perhaps if one remembered that Meteor Strike is a matriarch blessed by the goddesses, one would not use such a venomous tone,” Priestess Meridian suggested, twisting Josie’s long hair and securing it with pins.

Snorting, Pulsar finished applying berry-colored gloss to Josie’s lips.

“You look lovely, Josie.” Esteban pinned a white rose on her borrowed cloak.

Josie smiled up at him and the priestess. “I’m ready.”

After Meridian announced her, the telekinetic stepped up to the podium and realized she couldn’t see over it due to her height. Stifling a curse, she formed her skimmer and stared at the crowd. Most of them were Kelvorain humanoids, from the empire’s many worlds. Many of them shared the claws and fangs of their ancestors, though Josie lacked them. The few androids and sentient drones clustered together, regarding her with the same courtesy they’d give to any other matriarch.

Some humans also sat or stood on the stage or with the crowd. The mayor looked uncomfortable sitting next to Esteban, who nodded in encouragement. Also, several kids from her school made faces at her. They’d come for the extra credit points from their social studies class.

Although she’d invited her father to the ceremony, she didn’t see him anywhere in the park. Typical Tower Mage, she thought. She loved him, but he’d never been reliable.

“Greetings to all of you,” she said in the Kelvorain Common language. “Thank you for inviting me to this wonderful festival. Although many of you arrived here from distant worlds, we are all friends–as long as the pastries are still in stock at the stalls!”

Her joke earned her a lot of puzzled looks from the Kelvorain crowd, but Esteban’s laugh led to polite applause.

“In accordance with the traditions of the matriarchs of old, I’ve come here to assert my power before you.”

Although Josie had developed her telekinesis as a toddler, the tradition said that she had to wait until she became a fourth form (or adolescent) to assert her power before the people.

Rising higher above the stage on her skimmer, she also formed a shield that extended over the audience. Behind her, the priestess led the applause.

Far to the west, a silver object began to approach the park, but Josie ignored it.

“Thank you.” She concentrated, transforming the shield into little pink flower blossoms. “As your matriarch, I’m pleased to use my power for the city’s–what’s happening?”

The silver object, an airborne cargo truck, careened closer at an alarming speed. A group of flying women and men hurried after it, likely members of one of the city’s hero services.

Realizing that she and the crowd would be killed, Josie recalled her shield and enshrouded the truck. She strained to lift it away as she rose on her skimmer.

“She saved us!” someone shouted.

Another woman yelled out, “Blessed Meteor Strike!”

“Don’t overexert yourself,” Esteban called out.

“Right.” As Josie sought a parking space in the neighborhood, the hero service people raced closer.

She recognized one of them as Sword of Night. He’d come from the empire ages ago, but unlike the majority of the Kelvorain, he now required a host body. For the last several years, he’d looked like an Italian supermodel turned distressed house husband, according to the gossip at her school. From time to time, Sword interrupted Josie’s life as if he were her mentor or weirdo uncle.

“Josie, pass off the air truck to my colleagues, please.” Sword’s red and black armor clanked when he flew next to her.

Nodding, she offered the vehicle as if sharing a bowl of soggy cornflakes. “Hey, Sword. How did this thing get away from you?”

He studied the crowd below them. “I’d swear that someone teleported that truck into the air. Is your father around?”

“Who? You know Tower Mage went to the corner store and didn’t come back.” She told herself that she didn’t have daddy issues, not like the other villainesses in the city.

Shaking his head, he pulled a small box from his belt pouch. “Since I’m here, Happy Name Day.”

The Kelvorain didn’t do much about birthdays, but if their kids survived long enough to get a name, they celebrated their name days every year. Josie hardly ever remembered hers.

“Is it really my name day? I can’t keep track of all of these special days. Um, thanks.”

No doubt Pulsar would scream at her for taking gifts from a non-house member, but it seemed nice of him.

“Go ahead, open it.”

Inside the box, she found a small necklace with stones the colors of her eyes. “You didn’t have to, thanks.”

“My host’s stepchildren helped me select it. As a bonus, I won’t bring you in for trespassing at the bank earlier.”

When she put the necklace on, she smiled at him. “It’s not trespassing if I didn’t touch the building.”

“Were you scouting it out for anyone in particular? Platinum Jaguar, perhaps?”

Esteban himself approached them, scowling. “Agent Sword, I hope you aren’t harassing my foster daughter.”

“Look, he gave me a name day present.” Josie showed him the necklace. “Sword, when’s your name day?”

He grinned at her. “March 15th. By the way, my boss said to let you know that you’re eligible for the camp we run for young heroes.”

“I’ve already signed her up for the Argo Station space camp program this summer,” Esteban said. “Now go away.”

Ignoring him, Sword waved at the telekinetic. “I’m at Hero Station Eight this month if you need to talk about anything.”

“Thanks, Sword.”

After the hero’s departure, she landed and talked her foster father into checking out the rest of the festival with her.

“Do you know if my father could’ve thrown that air truck at me? Sword said he saw the truck teleport into the air.” Her father could shove things through mini-portals and himself through larger ones.

Esteban sighed and handed her the rest of his fritter. “Now why would your father throw a truck at you?”

“Either he’s seen too much anime where trucks send unsuspecting dummies to other worlds, or he was testing my power again.”

Before Tower Mage had made himself vanish into prison, he’d performed all sorts of tests on Josie and the hundreds of sisters he’d created in his laboratory. Almost all of those sisters had vanished, but Josie had survived the ordeal.

“I’ll have our people check the prison. Those heroes are fools if they think he stays in it full-time, though.”

Josie nibbled on the fritter. “Esteban? Thanks for feeding me all of these years. He almost always forgot that I needed the basics.”

“Gretchen agreed to marry me because you convinced her that I wouldn’t break her stepsons from her first marriage. Er, you don’t want to date Sword, do you?”

She shuddered. “Esteban, yuck. He’s like, hundreds of years old. Can I paint your mecha later?”

As they debated the merits of racing stripes and polka dots on giant robots, she spotted her reflection in a shop window. Startled, she almost didn’t recognize the young matriarch she saw. Two months ago, she’d been the awkward part-human, part-alien little villainess that no one but Esteban wanted around. Today, one truck later, she’d become a real matriarch who could defend her people.

“What’s up, loser?” one of her classmates asked in passing. “Next time, drop the truck on yourself, dummy.”

Maybe she didn’t have to defend everyone on Earth.
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SPRING HAIL of the Rose District stared at the map of the Kelvorain Empire, still eager to conquer all of it after two years of battle. Tall and blessed with a muscular body, she took full advantage of her powers of enhanced stamina, regeneration and the ability to summon a dagger. She loved her new position as head of the empire and the gold and white palace she now claimed as home. When Grand Matriarch Mace had fallen ill, Spring had called upon the other matriarchs to contend for the sick woman’s crown, in accordance with the ancient traditions.

Almost a hundred women with powers had rallied to her cause. They’d come from all over the empire, flocking to her banner on Kelvorain Adesh, the imperial home world. They didn’t care that the regent, the grand matriarch’s grandson, had branded them rebel matriarchs. Spring had marched, taking her own Rose District as well as the Blue and Green Districts.

Lord Citadel Guardian, seeing his home district fall along with his matriarch older sisters, had evacuated his troops from the Imperial City and had retreated to the vast Yellow District in the east. On his way, he’d locked Spring out of the portal system. He’d paralyzed commerce until she’d located technicians to help her. Months later, under her orders, squadrons of her rebel matriarchs had gone on to spread her mission to the rest of the empire. So far, they’d conquered three of the twenty imperial worlds.

Since then, the war effort had stalled out. Kelvorain Sahl, the home of the empire’s androids, had closed its portal rather than receive her embassy. Kelvorain Ediron’s matriarchs had laughed at her, while Kelvorain Azahn’s matriarchs had beaten her representatives and then jailed them.

Right now, Spring needed an easy victory. She and her matriarchs could demonstrate their strength to the empire by smashing one world in a quick campaign. Perhaps Kelvorain Haritanth, where most of its matriarchs preferred farming to combat.

“Honored matriarch?” Her clerk, a scrawny blond male from her own Rose District, entered her office and showed her a tablet. “The palace is chattering over this new matriarch. You said to let you know if the courtiers and servants gossiped about anything unusual.”

On the screen, she saw a video of a misshapen girl with the blue hair of a matriarch. “Who is this person? Her looks unsettle my stomach.”

“She’s the human hybrid created by that renegade, Lord Tower Mage. She’s called Meteor Strike of the Southern Peninsula.” Buckler licked his chapped lips. “Since she’s on Earth, she’s no challenge to you.”

When the girl’s telekinetic shield collapsed into a rain of blossoms, Spring smiled. “No challenge, you say. She’s Earth’s only matriarch?”

“Yes, humans don’t have matriarchs like we do here. Tower Mage used his scientific skills to forge her from his genes and those of the humans.”

She shoved the tablet at him. “Tell the matriarchs to gather in the main hall and pass the order to our new admiral that I want a battleship to be ready in ten days.”
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