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This is Book 2 in the Mad Science U series.

It is preceded by:

#1 Welcome to Mad Science U
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Prologue – New York City, November, 1879
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It would, of course, be too much to ask of this infinitely cruel world that he be allowed to die. Instead, the black waters of the river carried him unceremoniously through the city, chilling him to the marrow but refusing to douse the spark of life that still lingered, stubbornly, within his breast. He was eventually deposited on the bank, where that most powerful instinct of man – the one that demanded life, LIFE! – prompted him to crawl away from the chill waters, until he collapsed, supine, on solid ground. The stars, chips of ice, twinkled above him, mockingly. So then, he had failed at this, too. He sobbed pathetically, mewling and thrashing his arms and legs about like a child. Pandora! Darling, heartless, vile, angelic Pandora! In all of time, no woman was more aptly named! She had never loved him. It had all been a ruse; a coquettish game! How he hated her. How he ached for her! How he resented the months of agony he had endured, afraid to approach her because of his... condition. After all, was he not less than a man? No man at all, really, for as a result of processes to which he had willingly – willingly! – submitted himself he was quite literally invisible... transparent... a crystal man. Fröliker! Herr Doctor Professor Fröliker. How dare he die with his work incomplete, with his dutiful subject successfully vanished but unable to return! Rising to his feet, Stephen Flack cursed the Doctor, Pandora, the world. He shivered. His sopping-wet clothes – also transparent – clung to him like a miserable second skin. Reluctantly, he peeled them off. He must find shelter, and soon, or the cold would surely be the death of him. And what then? He would rot where he fell, invisible sustenance for insects and wharf rats. It was not an end he fancied, despite his desolate state of mind, so, draping his clothing over an arm, he began to walk. The late November wind was like a thousand tiny knives against his damp skin, but he persevered until he located a recessed doorway, rank with disuse and quite off the beaten path, its design well-suited to keep out the wind. It would do. There he collapsed and, within moments, slept.

He woke to an unseasonably warm November 26th, and this was fortuitous because, try as he might, he could not locate his invisible clothes! His humiliation was complete. He laughed bitterly, a laugh that had just a hint of resigned madness in it. Madness, a tragic and unavoidable side effect of the invisibility process, a process that, in his weakened, wretched state, was currently accelerating to a fantastic degree. He could not, of course, become any more invisible, but the effect on his sanity, negligible ere now, was dramatic. Previously, it had merely fueled his obsession with Pandora. Now, it fueled something darker, and he struggled to suppress a fiery desire to avenge himself upon her. No! Far more important that he locate someone with the rarefied, arcane knowledge to reverse his unfortunate condition. Fröliker himself once alluded to a mysterious collective, a loose affiliation of learned men, its purpose obscured by the secretive whispers that indistinguish half-rumor and near-truth, its very existence only half-suspected, that might be able to help him. Hope – vague, abstract hope. It was all he had left. But, for now, it would have to be enough.

He commenced the long walk back to his apartment.
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"All I see is a bunch of skeletons."

"Turn off the x-ray feature, Lippershey."

Kevin lowered the binoc-goggles and glared at her.

"Is that some fancy way of calling me 'Einstein'?" he asked.

"Essentially. Lippershey pioneered the development of the refracting telescope. So it's insulting and thematically appropriate."

"I thought Galileo invented the telescope."

"Fake news," snorted Shira.

Frowning, Kevin flicked one of the no less than seven switches on the side of the goggles, then another, and yet another. He found the right one on the fifth try.

"So I guess your 'super intuition' comes and goes, huh?" Shira said.

"If you weren't so hot, I'd smack you," Kevin replied, staring through the goggles at their quarry.

"If you smacked me," the brunette said, "I'd kick the ever-loving shit out of you."

At the far end of the quad, Zed Starlighter – Kevin's roommate, Shira's best (male) friend, and all-around punk rock malcontent – was arguing, rather heatedly, with several members of the Eta Theta Epsilon sorority. It wasn't exactly a friendly argument, but it didn't look like the kind of argument you got into with people after they tried to steal your friend's brain and you countered by blowing up their sorority house, either.

Social politics at the Madiport Island University of Science and Technology were nothing if not interesting.

"Okay, now they're leaving together," Kevin said, following the group as they marched across campus.

"Lemme see," Shira said, grabbing the goggles. She followed the procession until it stopped in front of the administration building, where Zed and the girls hesitated and briefly spoke amongst themselves again before filing inside. "I just don't get it," she said. She lowered the goggles. Zed's own invention, now being used to spy on him. It made her feel vaguely icky.

"He's been acting weird ever since... well, ever since," Kevin said. "Barely acknowledges me. Spends, like, zero time in the room."

"Well, you're there, so that's understandable. But he's been skipping his classes too..." Shira frowned. "Does he come home to sleep, at least?"

"Never. I followed him once and I'm pretty sure he spent the night in the gym."

"That's where admin put up the Etas until their house is rebuilt. If I didn't know better, I'd say he was boning one of them."

"He wouldn't. Not after the shit they pulled."

"No, he wouldn't." Shira reconsidered. "Well, he might, but I'm not buying it. C'mon. Phase Two."

The pair ran across the crowded quad, hunched over, as if someone with a vested interest were actually watching. Once inside the administration building, Shira broke out her cell phone, opened her tracking app, and waved the phone back and forth in front of her until the screen rapidly flickered, indicating the stairs.

"Nice," Kevin said. "When did you get a chance to plant the tracker on him?"

"Oh, I tagged him the day we met. Subcutaneous. You, too."

Kevin frisked himself in a panic, but there was no time to worry about it now because Shira was already charging up the stairs, following the path indicated by her phone. Up a second flight, down the hall, two more flights. The top floor. The phone led them straight on, to one, specific office.

A. Allen read the plaque mounted on the door. Dean of Students.

"What is going on?" Shira whispered. The door was closed. Kevin gently tried the knob. It was locked.

"Half a sec," Shira said, opening a new app. Moments later, muffled voices were just discernible through her phone's speaker. "I surreptitiously installed a little software on Zed's phone," she explained. "I can turn it into a half-assed transmitter, remotely, any time I feel like it."

"When did...?" Kevin began.

"Yours too," she said.

"I just got this phone!" he protested.

"Hush."

They listened.
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"You viciously stupid cunts," Dean Allen hissed. Already a few years past handsome, he was anything but appealing at the moment, fists balled, nostrils flaring, his face a purple mask of rage. The girls looked away, fidgeted, swallowed hard. All but one.

"Oh, dry up! Non-Greeks salt our house and we're left holding the bag?!" Zed Starlighter retorted. Except he wasn't Zed Starlighter, not really. Zed's body on the ex-to-the-ternal, but inside, in the driver's seat, Maybelle Gregory-Harper's brain, swapped with Zed's own just before his friends blew their house to smithereens, along with their brain-swapping apparatus, most of their personal belongings, and the two sisters who were the slowest runners.

"I'm talking now!" Allen shouted. Leaping to his feet, he swept a novelty snow globe off his desk and hurled it at one of the girls. She ducked and it smashed to pieces against the far wall. "I look the other way because it benefits me! But buildings blowing up, chasing people across campus and attacking them in broad daylight... have you lost your fucking minds???"

"Okay, so rush week got a mite balled up..."

"'Balled up'? Is that what you call it? Killing students, openly. Blowing up buildings. You're sporting male genitalia now, Maybelle. Maybe that's what you mean by 'balled up'?"

Maybelle was over 100 years old, and she knew when to stop talking.

With carefully measured steps, Dean Allen walked around to the front of his desk. It was a big desk, oaken and solid, and right now he didn't want a barrier between them that might provide even a fleeting suggestion of safety. One by one, he looked each of the girls in the eyes, staring them down, silently daring them to speak. It seemed to take forever.

"I should kill you," he finally said, and the tone of his voice made it clear that this was no figure of speech. "But, truth be told, it remains in my best interests to make it all go away. So I'm going to try to fix this. For the time being, keep a low profile, for Christ's sake. Now get out of my fucking sight.

"Not you," he added, grabbing one of them roughly by the hair as they turned to leave. "You stay here." The others quickly scampered out, with only Maybelle making a show of the fact that she wasn't cowed. Allen kicked the door closed behind them and locked it again. "Which one are you?" he asked the remaining girl.

"Mazie," she said quietly.

"I like this latest body you've appropriated, Maze. What was the poor bitch's name, anyway?"

"Dena. Dena Miller."

"Sounds very Midwestern."

"She was from South Bend. Indiana."

"I didn't ask." He unfastened his belt. "Take your clothes off."

Afterwards, he gave her a one hundred dollar bill. FOR WHORING was written across the front in red magic marker. To compound her humiliation.
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"So Zed's... dead?" Brenna asked. Her eyes brimmed with tears, despite the fact that, on the surface, the very idea seemed absurd – impossible. Why, she'd just seen him, just this morning. Admittedly, she hadn't spoken to him, but she'd seen him. Real. Solid. Living and breathing and alive. Yet if what Shira and Kevin were saying was true then he'd been dead, dead even then. Dead for days. Dead since the incident at the Eta house.

"Blowed up," Shira confirmed. "That skeez Maybelle hijacked his body, which put him in her body, which was in the Eta house when it went boom." Her manner was cool, matter-of-fact. Her face was red, yes, but that was anger. Shira Liebermann didn't cry. Not in front of people, anyway. She'd cried alone, on her own terms, locked in the unisex bathroom on the first floor of the admin building, screaming and bawling and thoroughly trashing two stalls. For the time being, she didn't have any left.

Kevin stood on the far side of the girls' room, staring out the window. Everything outside seemed so normal. Well, as normal as this place got. Students rushing to class, backpacks slung over their shoulders. A couple laughing as they ate lunch on the lawn. What right did they have? It was a beautiful fucking day, and how was that right? How was it fair?

Multi-colored smoke, heavier than air, was pouring out of a second floor window across the way, crawling down the side of the building to the ground, where it browned the grass instantly. A failed experiment, probably. Hell, maybe a successful one. Or just some incalculably brilliant kids, fucking around. They were surrounded by absurd bullshit like that, every day. It'd gone from fascinating to irksome to boring to trite in the space of, what, a few weeks? Less? Wonderland, it appeared, had turned him cynical.

"There's got to be something we can do," he said quietly.

"Oh, we don't have to do anything!" Shira snapped. "Sometimes people just pop back to life!"

"It's not my fault!" Kevin shouted, turning on her.

"Well it's fucking somebody's!" Shira countered.

"Yeah," Brenna sobbed. "It's mine!"

"Oh, honey, I didn't mean..." Shira began, but Brenna was already out the door. "Now look what you've done!" Shira barked at Kevin before going after her.

"Everybody feel free to take it out on me," Kevin said to the empty room. "You'll feel better."

She caught Brenna just outside the building.

"You don't have to apologize," Brenna said before Shira could say anything. "It is my fault. You were all there to rescue me."

"And he'd do it again. You know he would."

Brenna looked at her, almost smiled, started crying again instead, then threw her arms around Shira's neck, buried her face in her shoulder, and clung to her. Shira, unspeakably uncomfortable, nevertheless found it in herself to put her arms around her roommate in turn and hold her tight.

"Hot lesbo action!" said a passing dipshit.

Oy vey, I hate the human race, Shira thought.
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"Because science isn't magic," Brad Belestra said, exasperated.

Most of the dorm had gathered in the common room, at Kevin's insistence. Of the people who weren't currently attending an evening class only Shira, who wasn't having it, and Niles, who never much liked Zed anyway, were absent.

"Didn't some science fiction author once say that science, if it was advanced enough, was indistinguishable from magic?" Kevin countered.

"Ach, lieber," groaned Wolfgang. "Is not the same thing."

"Even in SF, bringing people back to life always backfires," Rick added. "Haven't you ever read Frankenstein?"

"Frankenstein is gothic horror, not SF," Brad said.

"I think it counts as sci-fi, or at least steampunk," chimed in a skinny girl Kevin didn't recognize. Unkempt and frazzled-looking, she wore a custom t-shirt trumpeting the New Math, which was clearly a rock band and not the actual math.

"It's not steampunk!" Brad said, throwing up his hands.

"Could we focus, please?" Kevin said.

"Man, there's nothing to focus on," Hiro said. "I'm sorry, Kevin. I liked Zed. But if what you and Shira heard is true, then he's historical. The only way to help him now would be to go back in time."

"But... we can do that, right?" Kevin looked to Brenna. "I mean, I met a professor, my first day, who said he could do that! And that kid in the south hallway, Bennett – he's been stuck in a time loop since before I got here!"

"Well," said Brenna, "that whole discipline is pretty conjectural..."

"No, this prof said he'd cracked it! Shit, what was his name...?"

"That's Professor Oblique," a kid Kevin didn't know said. "I used to date his student aide."

"Emily? Which one?" someone asked.

"Number three, I think."

"So we ask him for help!" Kevin said.

Hiro shook his head.

"It's not that easy, man. What, do you think Professor Oblique and the school – never mind the school's lawyers – are just going to let you commandeer a highly experimental device – assuming said device even exists – and go gallivanting around, quite possibly f'ing up the basic building blocks of space-time in the process? Isn't-ain't gonna happen, my friend."

"We can try," Kevin insisted. "Maybe Professor Oblique can help us! Maybe use it as an excuse to run a practical test..."

"You're not thinking rationally. You're spoiled for all the tech around here. I've seen it before. People go genius simple. You start thinking like a character in a TV show, a really contrived one where everyone constantly dreams up these wild schemes and puts them into practice and they actually work. As opposed to getting you expelled and/or killed."

"Hiro is right," Wolfgang added. "You cannot solve a Real Genius problem with a My Science Project approach."

People were drifting away. Hiro's logic had won out.

"I'm sorry," New Math girl mouthed as she departed. One of the other girls gave Brenna a perfunctory hug. Rick gave Kevin's shoulder a light squeeze, displaying an appropriate level of solemnity in the process. Wolfgang muttered something in German that sounded angry, but then, Kevin reasoned, everything muttered in German sounds angry.

Less than a minute later, Kevin, Brenna, and Hiro were the only ones left.

"I didn't even come close to talking you out of it, did I?" Hiro asked.

"Not even close," Kevin confirmed.

"We have to try," Brenna added.

They said their goodnights, and Kevin and Brenna drifted off in the direction of their respective rooms, leaving Hiro alone. He sighed. "If they alter the timeline to my detriment I'm gonna be pissed," he said.
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Ironically, the last person Kevin expected to see when he got to his room was the object of all this hullabaloo, his roommate, the ineffable Zed Starlighter.

Zed was ransacking Kevin's side of the room.

"Looking for something?" Kevin managed. He tried to sound cool and casual, but there was a sinking feeling in the pit of his stomach. Zed – No, not Zed; he shouldn't think of this... thing, this abomination, as Zed. It was Maybelle. Evil, murderous, brain-stealing Maybelle. – eyed him coolly. An unspoken understanding passed between them. He knew, and she knew that he knew.

"Valuables," she said, point blank. "You sure don't have much."

"Lower-middle-class parents," Kevin said.

"Pity." Maybelle had collected those of Zed's belongings that might be of some use to her.

"Going somewhere?" Kevin asked.

"I've made... other living arrangements. You won't see me again."

"Oh?"

"Not until it's time to settle up. With you and those two Bettys you run around with. You've all three got some coming, I promise."

"Gonna 'give us the business', eh?"

She knew he was mocking her, and her eyes narrowed. When she spoke again, it was a hiss. Like ice.

"I'm gonna fog the lot of you."

Kevin wasn't entirely sure what that meant, but it clearly wasn't good. That discomfort roiling around in the pit of his stomach was rapidly coalescing into anger. He considered belting her, right then and there, just beating the absolute crap out of the body she had commandeered. She felt what it felt. It would hurt. Yet on some level he couldn't help but still see the person standing in front of him as his friend, and besides, what good would it do? Two roommates engaging in fisticuffs? Hardly unheard of. They'd both be disciplined for fighting, and it wouldn't change a thing. He stepped aside, let her pass, ignored the knowing smirk she left him with. He'd have to put in a request to change the lock. Knowing she could waltz right in, while he slept, put a fear in him. And she knew it, which is why she'd let him catch her when she easily could've been in and out of the room before he got back. So she'd won this round, in her subtle, insidious way. But that was okay, because the war wasn't over.

Not by a long shot.
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Kevin sat bolt upright in bed, like someone waking up from a nightmare in an overwrought movie. But it wasn't a nightmare that woke him up – someone was pounding on his door, kicking it. Instantly alert, he leapt to his feet, brandishing his guitar – it was the first thing he grabbed – as a weapon. He'd pushed Zed's desk up against the door, so whoever was out there couldn't get in, at least not without putting some effort into it. And the door was locked. Of course, Maybelle had Zed's key...

"Kevin...!" whisper-shouted a voice from the other side, slurred and familiar. "Hurry up y' numbskull b'fore the floor monitor..."

Dropping the guitar (he winced as it hit the floor), he quickly shoved the desk aside and fumbled the door open. Shira, ludicrously intoxicated, fell through the doorway into his arms.

"Hey, baby..." she smiled up at him as he dragged her inside. "I'm super drunk an'... drunk..."

He got her to the bed, but she slid off the edge and ended up sitting, hard, on the floor.

"Ow, my bum..." she said. "Kiss an' make it better."

"Did you just tell me to kiss your ass?" Kevin asked as he locked and re-barricaded the door.

"In a sexy way, not like a... kiss my ass way..."

"You're trashed."

"I'm trashed? Why aren't you trashed? You hafta get trashed w' me." She screwed up her face, as if trying to remember something. Then it came to her. "Look!" She tugged the edge of her jeans down so he could see her underwear. "Red!" she said triumphantly. They were red.

"Okay," said Kevin.

"An' I got a Supergirl t-shirt on," she added. She was wearing a Supergirl t-shirt, or a Superman t-shirt. Blue, sporting the famous, stylized S.

"Okay," Kevin said again.

"I'm yer Supergirl!" She was trying to struggle out of her jeans, not having much luck. They were entirely too tight.

"Take my bed," Kevin sighed. He couldn't bring himself to sleep in Zed's bed. He'd settle for the floor.

"No!" Shira shouted. "I went to all this trouble for you and you hafta... I'm sexy! I'm sexy Supergirl!"

"Stop yelling or we'll get busted! You aren't even supposed to be on this floor after hours!"

"Fuck you," Shira said, climbing onto his bed. "We're alive and we should be alive because someday we'll be dead so if you don't think I'm sexy then fuck you."

He sat down on the bed next to her. Face down, she was drooling all over his pillow.

"Go fuck yourself..." she muttered. He lay down next to her. "Don't touch me," she said, but seconds later she was clinging to him. He put his arms around her. They slept.

––––––––
[image: ]


He awoke to the sound of Shira throwing up in the john.

"Hungover?" he called out.

"No, I'm fucking pregnant," she gasped. "What do you think?"

Fumbling her way out of the bathroom, she fell, face-down, back into bed. She'd removed her uncomfortable jeans
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