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  This book is dedicated in memory of Lisa-Karen Hawkins, a woman who not only I enjoyed hanging with, but also someone who would be welcomed with open arms by the crew at Sto’s.




  




  She will be sorely missed.
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  Tony




  “What the hell was that?!?”




  I opened my eyes and looked around the hotel room. I saw Sto sitting on one side of me and Girl Twin on the other, with the rest of the crew who had joined us at the convention seated around the room, looking a little confused.




  Except for Jay; Jay looked pissed.




  He stood and grabbed his leather jacket off of the back of the desk chair. “No, really. What the hell was that? I’ve had bad acid trips, and what just happened made those look like a day at the beach.”




  “You go to the beach?” I asked before I could stop myself.




  “At night, I do.” He stared at me for a moment. “You did see the same thing I did, right?”




  “Big scary T-Rex, out to eat us?”




  “Oh thank god!” Tony said. “I thought I was the only one who saw that.”




  “No, Milord Anthony,” Dave responded from his spot on the floor; I didn’t remember him being there before our odd journey. “I saw the same thing.”




  “And where the hell were you?” Jay asked Boy Twin, who was sitting next to Tony at the foot of the bed, looking slightly confused. “And how the hell did we get back here without you?”




  Matt glanced at the clock next to the bed. “Did we actually go anywhere?” he asked no one in particular. “I mean, it’s still the same time as when we… uh… left.”




  For the first time since the conversation started, Girl Twin spoke up. “How do you know it’s the same day?”




  Jay growled, walked to the hotel door and threw it open, startling the two steampunk-clad convention goers in the hall. “What day is it?”




  “Fr… Friday,” one finally stammered.




  “Thanks.” He closed the door and turned back to us. “Nope. Same day.”




  “Well good,” I said, scooting off of the bed. “Then I haven’t missed my sex panel, and still have time to change.”




  “And how are you going to hide that shiner?” Jay asked.




  I glanced at the mirrored door as I walked past the closet. The bruise on my cheek that the jocks had given me in the garage was dark and angry looking. “Well, I could always cover it with make-up,” I said.




  “Which would be a great plan if you owned any,” Jay responded.




  “Jay,” Sto moaned, “please shut up.”




  I didn’t hear Jay’s response as I shut the door to the bathroom and looked at myself in the mirror above the sink. Going to this convention had seemed like such a good idea. It was a small little gathering in Cherry Hill, NJ that Sto thought would be a good place to market our mutations. He asked his favorite mutants - including me - to join him at this convention, be on panels, interact with people, and basically show them that we’re a cool bunch of beings.




  Unfortunately, not everyone was as open to accept our differences as others were. A jock with obvious anger issues just had to take his prejudice out on my face. Nothing was broken, but the right side of my face was badly bruised. I groaned as I looked at my little carrying case on the counter. Jay was right; I never have any make-up beyond lipstick.




  I paused for a moment as the voices of my friends raised a bit. Jay still wanted to know exactly what power the twins had. They insisted they were able to travel through time - she could go back in time, he forward - just by holding hands and thinking about where they wanted to go. Unfortunately for us, we had agreed to take a journey with them and - like Jay had said - it just felt like a really bad hallucinogenic trip.




  Not that I would have first hand experience with things like that…




  I leaned against the wall as the twins insisted that the reason for the bad trip was that Tony and Boy Twin had lost contact with each other when the latter sneezed.




  “What the hell kinda power is that?” Jay growled. “Something that could be completely screwed up if you have a cold?”




  “Well, technically Lord Jason,” Dave interjected, “most of our powers would falter if we sneezed, wouldn’t they?”




  I closed my eyes and smiled slightly. Dave did have a point. Our powers were all too new for us and it took a lot of concentration when we used our powers. I’ll admit, sometimes my telekinetic powers came out with any strong emotion, but in order to do it accurately, in order to have precision, I had to concentrate. Who’s to say that the twins’ weird powers weren’t just as shaky?




  I glanced at my reflection one more time and frowned. Did it really matter what their powers were in the long run? Something freaky had happened, and we all experienced it, and it was because of the twins.




  Yeah, I won’t be holding their hands again…




  I grabbed my slut-red lipstick and walked out of the bathroom. “I’m going to get changed,” I announced, looking through the shirts in my overnight bag. “Those of you uncomfortable with that should probably take a walk.”




  “What’s wrong with getting changed in the bathroom?” Boy Twin asked. “I’m sure there’s enough room for…” he noticed me staring at him. “What?”




  “I’m wondering what part of my face makes you think that this is up for debate.”




  The Twins, Matt, Dave, and Tony headed towards the door; I was not surprised that Jay and Sto hadn’t followed suit, although Jay did sit on the bed closer to where I was.




  “Getting a front row seat?” I asked as I took off my shirt.




  “Hey, it’s better than looking through that peephole in your apartment.”




  “Are you OK to do the panel tonight?” Sto asked as I put on a omfortable pair of yellow spandex pants.




  “Lessee… I have to walk into a room, sit behind a table and converse with others for an hour!” I rolled my eyes as I pulled an oversized Lady Death t-shirt from my bag. “How will I survive that?” I noticed Jay staring at me. “What?”




  “I’m wondering what Mikey is going to say when he sees that shiner.”




  I smirked. “He’d say ‘stop calling me Mikey’.”




  “Jay’s right,” Sto said as I laced up my boots, “Michael is not going to be happy with us when he sees you damaged… physically damaged,” he amended before I could be sarcastic.




  “Well, first of all, being that he’s a soldier - and a sniper at that - he should be the last one to complain about concern over loved ones getting hurt.”




  “But…” Jay began.




  “And secondly,” I continued, “he’s deployed on a mission right now. He’s been gone for three days so far, and usually doesn’t get back to the base for a week or so.” I shrugged as I leaned towards the mirror and put on my lipstick. “By then, the bruises will have faded.” I walked towards the door. “He won’t have any idea that anything happened.”




  




  “Who the hell did that to your face?”




  Before I became a member of Sto’s house, the fact that Michael could get into my apartment at any time - basically breaking in, but in a soldier-like way - would have bothered me, but since I had been abducted by a friend (acting under mind control) who had popped out of the shadows around my bed and whisked me away, it took a lot to startle me.




  In this case, though, I was not happy to see my soldierboy. I mean, yes, him being alive was always a good thing, and there’s always those annoying mushy girly feelings I get whenever I see him, which will not be described any further here. But my bruises had barely started to subside, and they still looked harsh enough that nothing was going to distract him from finding out what happened.




  I’m serious; nothing. Believe me, I’ve tried before with less severe situations.




  I, on the other hand, was distracted by 60 pounds of hound dog jumping on me to say hello. “Hey there, fur-child!” I said between puppy kisses, “Some watch dog you are!”




  “Your cousin let me in,” Michael said quietly, “when she came back from walking Dawg here.” He folded his arms across his chest. “So who did that do you?”




  “Some stupid norms…” I sighed as his eyes turned cold. “Look, you are not going to do anything to them. They’re stupid bigots who thought I was a weak girl… what?”




  “How many times are you going to put yourself in danger?” he asked.




  I chuckled; I couldn’t help it. “Me? Wanna tell me where you got those scars from again?”




  “It’s part of my job, Diana.”




  “No… doing calisthenics at 4 am is part of your job. Having no hair on your head but that peach fuzz is part of your job. But being a soldier? That’s not your job, that’s what you are. Just like I’m a mutant. I can’t help it.”




  “But you don’t have to be at the front of every mutant battle.”




  “Believe me, I don’t want to be.” I gave Dawg some rawhide before sitting on a chair near where Michael was standing. “No one seems to understand that I am inherently lazy. I don’t want to deal with mutant nonsense.”




  “That’s bullshit,” he replied. “You could have gone on a date with me last month, yet you went off with Sto’s crew to save Shana at the warehouse. You got away with only a punch to the gut, but Matt was shot. You could’ve stayed home with me, but you went with them.”




  There was no emotion in his voice; that meant he was angry. At that moment, though, I didn’t care. “Wait a minute… how did you know Matt was shot? You’ve been on base since that happened. The only one you met from Sto’s house was Sto himself when we first came back…” My eyes widened. “You were there! At the warehouse! You actually had your gun tracked on Danny!”




  He made a face. “It’s not like I carry around my sniper rifle with me wherever I go.”




  “Uh huh…” I tilted my head. “Out of curiosity, why didn’t you shoot him?”




  He smiled slightly. “It’s tough to shoot someone with a laser pointer.”




  “You can’t tell me you didn’t have a gun on you!”




  “I’m not killing someone without a clear shot.”




  He was lying; if anyone could find a clear shot…




  “Besides, me killing a civilian means never seeing you again.”




  I didn’t ask why; I didn’t have to. I looked down at the floor and said quietly, “Look, it’s too late for me to go back now, hide in my fictitious mundane bubble and hope people will leave me alone. Too many people know.” I leaned my elbows on my knees and cupped my chin in my hands. “Way too many people.”




  He knelt next to me so he could look me in the eye. “Why did you go somewhere alone? Where you could be ambushed?”




  “I was just getting something out of my car…” I sat up straight, then slumped in my chair, my legs on either side of him. “I know, it was dumb. But I can’t walk around with bodyguards 24-7, can I?”




  “No.” He leaned close and ran his hand down my unbruised cheek. “I just don’t like anything happening to this beautiful face.”




  Yeah, yeah… gag all you want. It’s nice to hear sometimes.




  “So,” I said quietly, “how long do I have you this time?”




  “I have to be back to base tomorrow night, late.”




  “Oh good!” I said with an unbelievably girly smile. “So I can take you to Sto’s tomorrow then, instead of tonight.”




  “Why do you need to take me there at all?”




  “Because if they don’t get their chance to approve of you, I will never hear the end of it.”




  He raised his eyebrows. “They need to approve of me?”




  “Not on my end,” I said, “but it will spare me some grief, since they are an untrusting bunch.”




  “I noticed that from the barely-veiled threat Sto gave me the last time we met.” Michael smiled ruefully. “So why don’t we go there now?”




  “Because it’s the Sunday after a convention.” I replied, leaning my head on his shoulder. “I’ve had very little sleep, have been living on a diet of caffeine and sugar for the past three days, and had an incredibly sexy soldier waiting for me when I returned home. Why would I want to go anywhere right now?”




  “Very good logic.”




  I slid the chair back and stood. “Besides,” I said, rolling my shoulders, “I really could use a massage.” I walked towards my bedroom. “Know anyone that gives really good massages?”




  Needless to say, he did…




  




  I waved one last time as Michael’s truck pulled away from Sto’s house. The night had gone well, not that I expected anything different. Not wanting to go back inside, I stood there way after the truck was no longer in view, and didn’t turn around as I felt Jay walk up beside me.




  “I still believe that we can fit your Blazer into his Jeep,” he said, making a small flame appear on his thumb so he could light his cigarette. “Are you sure he’s not overcompensating for something?”




  “Quite positive.”




  He blew a smoke ring into the air. “I bet you are.”




  “What do you want me to say? That he slept on the futon last night?”




  Jay made a face. “I wouldn’t believe that just for the fact that the legs of that futon would buckle under his muscle mass.”




  “OK then.”




  “Don’t get defensive, Dee. I like him.”




  I raised my eyebrows at him. “But…?”




  “No but. I like him. That’s all.” But I knew that wasn’t all. “During sex, how do you manage to have all that compact bulk on top of you and still breathe?”




  “Who said he was on top?”




  Jay nodded. “Good point.”




  We stood there for a couple of more moments in silence before I turned once more to look at him. “Hey, you have your keys on you?”




  “Always,” he answered, “Why?”




  “I need a lift home; Michael drove here.”




  Jay nodded towards the house. “Any reason why you don’t want to go back in?”




  I shrugged. “I just don’t want to hear everyone’s opinion of him, that’s all.”




  “Dee, they liked him.”




  “Most did, yes. I just…” I sighed. “Look, try to keep from mocking me when I say this, but it bothers me when he leaves. A lot. The last thing I want to do is sit and chat about him right after he drives away.”




  “So it’s better for you to be alone?”




  I thought for a moment, then nodded. “Yeah,” I answered, “it is.”




  He took out his keys and shook them. “OK then. Let’s go.”




  I followed him down the driveway towards his car, waiting for the jibe I knew was coming…




  “And see how good a friend I am,” he said as I got into the passenger seat. “I didn’t say one thing about you being a girly-girl!”




  I rolled my eyes. “You are truly one of the best,” I said wryly.




  “That I am Diana, that I am.”




  




  I hit my alarm clock a few times before realizing that it was my cell phone ringing. “‘Lo?”




  “Di, it’s Sto. Did I wake you?”




  I glanced at my beleaguered clock with one eye. “You do know it’s 7 AM, right? And that I work nights?”




  “Yes, I know that.”




  “And you also know that last night I spent a few hours after work at your place, right?” It was about a week after the crew had met Michael.




  “Yes Di, I do.”




  I closed my eyes again and moaned. “So why would you ask if you woke me up?”




  “I wouldn’t call you if it wasn’t important.”




  I yawned. “It’s too early for me to go on a beer run for you.”




  “Would I ask you to do that?”




  I rolled onto my back and stared up at the ceiling, both eyes opened; no chance of going back to sleep now. “No… no you wouldn’t. So what’s going on?”




  “They’ve taken the ruby slippers.”




  I blinked and rubbed my eyes. “I’m sorry, I must’ve fallen asleep again. I could’ve sworn you said something about ruby slippers…”




  “That’s what I said.”




  “Sto, what the hell are you talking about?”




  He sighed. “Look, can you just get over here?”




  “Did I mention it’s like seven in the morning.” I stretched and was dismayed to hear things crack. “Are you sure you’re not still drunk from last night?”




  “Why would you think that?”




  “You’re yapping about ruby slippers being taken hostage. What am I supposed to think?”




  “They weren’t taken hostage.” There was a pause. “Although, they did ask for a ransom…”




  “The ruby slippers asked for a ransom?”




  “Dee, be serious!”




  “Why would I start now?” I yawned. “Sto, can you give me the full story so I can decide how pissed off I’m going to be at you for waking me up?”




  “They’re doing The Wizard of Oz at the St. George Theater.”




  “OK, so a piece of the puzzle falls into place…”




  Sto chuckled. “Anyway, the director, a guy named Tian, got his hands on the original Arabian-style ruby slippers from the movie to be displayed in the lobby for the duration of the show.”




  I sat up, still not fully awake. “Arabian style?”




  “Yeah, you know, with the curled up toe?”




  “OK, it’s been a while since I’ve seen the movie, but I think I’d remember Dorothy wearing curly-toed ruby slippers…”




  “They were never used in the movie,” Sto explained, “but die-hard fans know about their existence.”




  “And Tian got them how?”




  “His mother is ‘x’ many degrees away from Debbie Reynolds’ agent.”




  I leaned my head against the wall as Dawg came in the room to see why I was awake so early. I patted the space next to me for him to sit, and watched him rearrange the sheets and pillows before he flopped down and fell asleep. I played back Sto’s words in my head. “I’m sure that makes sense somewhere…”




  “Debbie Reynolds owns those slippers.”




  “Oh… so, they were on display in the lobby?”




  “No, not during rehearsals. They weren’t going to be displayed until the performance opened to the public. The slippers were in the theater’s safe.”




  “Uh huh… and they were stolen?”




  “Yeah, and Tian…”




  I yawned, loudly. “Sto, I know I’ve said this before, but there are these guys… in blue uniforms… carrying guns. They handle robberies and stuff like that. It’s their job.”




  “Look, Tian called Tony and asked for our help, and he said yes.”




  “Soooo, then Tony can go help him. I’m no detective. I’m lucky I can find my keys, let alone stolen movie props.”




  “Dee, it’s mutants that stole the shoes.”




  “Of course it is…” I ran my tongue across my teeth. “I think I ate my pillow.” I kicked my sheets off of me, getting a nasty look from Dawg. “I’m going to go brush my teeth and… stuff. I’ll be by you shortly.”




  Sto chuckled. “I knew you would be.”




  “Yeah, yeah…” I mumbled. “You owe me chocolate.”




  




  I didn’t lift my head off of the bar as Sto pushed a big mug of cappuccino to me. “C’mon Dee, you’ve worked on no sleep before. This is nothing new.”




  “No talk before caffeine…” I mumbled. I sat up slowly so I wouldn’t knock the coffee over. “Unlike you,” I said, taking a sip, “I don’t do this on a regular basis. I need advance notice when there’s going to be no sleep involved.”




  “Are you going to gripe all day long?” Jay asked from the couch.




  “Yes,” I answered. “If that’s going to be a problem, I’ll go home.”




  “Nice try,” Sto replied. “But no.”




  I was going to respond when Tony walked in from the backyard with a guy who I assumed was Tian. Before Tony could say anything, Tian walked over to Jay and grabbed his hand, pumping excitedly. “Hi, you must be Jay. I just want to thank you so much for helping me out with this!”




  “Uh yeah, sure…” Jay grimaced as the handshake continued. “Can I have my hand back now?”




  “Oh yeah, sorry.” He turned to me; I quickly took the cup in my hands.




  “Hi, I’m Diana.” I said, raising the coffee in salute.




  Tian gave me a short bow in response, then turned to Sto, who had stepped from behind the counter. Tian took the hand he offered. “And you’re Sto! Again, thank you!”




  “Our pleasure, Tian!”




  “It is?” I said before I could stop myself.




  Tony gave me a harsh look, but didn’t say anything.




  I shrugged. “Look, I’m working on no sleep and only half a cup of coffee, and we’re about to go out and fight people for a movie prop that was never in a movie. Forgive me if I’m not all peaches and cream.”




  “When are you ever peaches and cream?” Jay asked.




  I nodded. “That’s true.”




  Tian stared at me and Jay, then turned to Sto - who apparently seemed to be the most normal of us, as usual - and handed him a slip of paper. “They said to call before 11 am.”




  My eyes narrowed. “Eleven? I could’ve slept another couple of hours…”




  “Dee…”




  I waved my hand at Sto in a form of an apology. “So, who wants us to call them?”




  “They didn’t say,” Tony said before Tian could. “They just said that if we don’t want the shoes to become a big pile of sequins, we’d call them before eleven.”




  I raised my eyebrows slightly. I could tell when Tony said ‘we’, he wasn’t referring to the crew at Sto’s house. Interesting…




  “And, so… you needed all of us here because…?” That question came from Jay, not me.




  “Because we have to figure out what to do after they give us their demands,” Sto answered. “C’mon guys, this isn’t our first time doing this.”




  Jay and I exchanged a look but said nothing. It actually was the first time we were doing something mutant-related in the daylight hours. “I do have a question,” I finally said.




  “Dee…” Sto warned.




  “No, really. This is a legitimate question.” I turned to Tian. “Why ask us for help? Why not the cops?”




  “They said not to call the cops,” Tian answered. “I can’t have anything happen to those shoes.”




  “What exactly would happen if they are destroyed?” I asked. “I mean, I’m sure the shoes are insured… what?”




  Sto’s expression was one of shock. “Diana, I can’t believe you are sitting in my house talking about the destruction of a movie prop from one of the classics.”




  “A prop that almost no one knows about,” I replied.




  “That makes no difference,” Sto answered, exasperated. “It’s a part of history.”




  I rolled my eyes. “Sto, we’re not talking a human life here… and you know how low a priority that is to me. We’re talking a pair of old shoes. Their demands should be proportionate to their hostage. That’s all I’m saying.”




  Jay whistled softly. “Wow, when that caffeine hits, it really hits, doesn’t it?”

OEBPS/Images/0logo_xinxii.png
X1n X11





OEBPS/Images/mu.jpg





