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      Petra remembered to suck her breath in hard through her nose and then push the air out her mouth with her stomach muscles to deal with the pain, like Dad had warned her.

      The agony had been just as intense and bodywide the second time, but mercifully brief. It was mostly over now, and the glow from the machine was fading as the grinding, tearing hum wound down, like an old steam engine allowed to die a quieter death.

      Dad had warned her what the device would do. She just hadn’t believed him.

      Petra took one last deep breath and then looked down.

      Okay, good. She was a girl, again. Tall and lean, but curved properly now. For twenty impossible minutes, she had experienced life as a boy.

      A young man, she supposed, since she was eighteen years old now.

      She had possessed broader shoulders and a narrow butt, according to the cheval mirror dad had brought into the small, windowless, radiation-proofed room with them.

      Her long blond hair hadn’t changed, that she had been able to tell. The eyes had remained bright blue. The bones underneath had still been Japanese.

      Sansei, like she was.

      But the jaw had transformed, turned more square and heavier. A man’s face, and not hers. Subtly not hers, even as it was. The hands had been heavier as well. Harder. Something-er.

      How do you describe to someone the act of turning from a young woman into a young man, and then back?

      If they’ve done it, no words are necessary. If not, none sufficient.

      But she was herself again. Narrower shoulders and barely any hips to speak of. Small breasts, but enough to say girl instead of boy, for which she was eternally grateful.

      Her balance was right again, after it had been off. Not right.

      Boy.

      And Dad had been there with her through it all to explain what was going on and why, himself turned into a middle-aged Japanese woman who looked remarkably like Aunt Umeko. Except Umeko wasn’t her aunt, as dad had explained.

      All these years, and it turned out that Umeko had actually been her mother.

      Dad, Kinjiro, wasn’t actually her father. And the woman who she had always through of as mom was…

      Petra didn’t have a vocabulary to explain how Hiltrude Himura, the woman who was the legal wife of Kinjiro, had actually been her father, herself having transformed into a man long enough to impregnate Umeko, who was actually her dad’s first wife, never divorced, just never mentioned because the three of them had ended up with two blond, blue-eyed girls now that got introduced as fraternal twins. When they didn’t even share the same combination of parents.

      Weird. Just weird. Even for the Seventies, weird.

      Even by California standards, it was weird.

      Petra took another deep breath and looked around the tiny room again with fresh eyes.

      Brand new avocado carpet. Burnt umber walls. Popcorn ceiling. As mod and hip as the Seventies would let you get. Way better than the boring architecture of the Fifties or Sixties. Even for someplace like LA.

      And Dad was back to being Dad. Except that he wasn’t, technically.

      Or something.

      Still a fifty-four year old Japanese man. Slim and graying. Shorter than her five foot nine by about three inches, but he still probably outweighed her by twenty pounds.

      She studied his face, as if for the first time. All those years that she had thought she looked more like him, to find out that there was no relationship at all. Not through blood, anyway.

      She could read the apprehension etched into the lines of his cheeks and forehead.

      “Can I still call you Dad?” Petra asked in a tiny, scared voice.

      He smiled.

      It transformed his face, his whole body. Lifted a weight of dread off her shoulders, too.

      “Kiddo,” he replied in a voice striving to be light and friendly. “There is nothing more I’d like in the world.”

      Petra blew out a breath and let herself find a new center, after her whole world had turned inside out.

      “What about Elise?” Petra asked.

      They had always been introduced as fraternal twins. The same height and German coloring that they got from mom. Well, Hiltrude.

      God, that was going to be weird, even just in her head, ’cause there was no way in hell she was ever telling anybody the truth.

      The same Japanese bones in the face and body that they got from Dad. Except, that she got them from Umeko.

      “Your sister is the daughter of Hiltrude and me,” Dad replied. “It’s one of the reasons she is so much more powerful than you.”

      Yeah. That made sense. Charlotte Yukiko Burnham-Lambert, the writer, had captured the zeitgeist, to use dad’s term, when she wrote the modern history Gods Walk Among Us, just out a few months now but already a runaway, mega-best-seller.

      A how-to guide for understanding the Modern Gods, those who could shape power.

      Superheroes. And Villains.

      Like Dad, or Mom.

      Kinjiro, a retired superhero and one-time sidekick. A founding, however-junior, member of The American Minutemen, back when they all had lived in Boston. Back when he was known as Kid Lexington.

      Hiltrude, a mostly-retired occasional villainess known as Lady Mockingbird. The Songbird of Destruction.

      Elise had gotten her power, her ability, from both parents, so it made sense she was the more powerful sister. More capable.

      Prettier, too, to hear the boys talk, or see them chasing after her when she was out on the beach, surfing Huntington in the July sun.

      And unlike her sister, Elise could fly, wreathed in flames as a black-and-white corvis bird, a magpie, when she desired.

      Mostly, Elise just wanted to surf.

      Petra was the one who wanted to save the world.

      Maybe.

      If anything could at this point. She wondered if the President really was going to be impeached. Get chased out of DC and return to his place just down the freeway in Yorba Linda.

      “So where does that leave me?” Petra finally asked, as all the weirdness started to settle down in her belly for digestion, like one of Dad’s awesome stir fry meals.

      “Nothing has to change, kiddo,” he replied. “Hil and Umeko knew you’d take the news better from me than them, but we’re all still a family.”

      “Good,” she decided.

      “So what do you want?” Dad asked.

      “A glass of wine,” she replied. “And then maybe sleep for twelve hours.”

      “That I can arrange,” he said, moving to open the door and let the rest of the world intrude.

      Outside, the rest of the ground floor, starting with the rec room. Through the sliding glass door out onto the deck, a fading, evening sun peeked around the Miller’s house behind them to light up the tiny, perfect, Zen garden that Umeko kept.

      Petra and Elise both had their bedrooms downstairs, away from the three parents on the ground floor.

      For Elise, that separation was the perfect way to sneak out at night and run around. Once she had started to come into her power at twelve, Dad and Mom had given her a good talking to about boys and keeping a secret identity, but then they backed off and mostly just checked that she was okay.

      Petra had never snuck out, even at her sister’s regular insistence. And her grades reflected it, constant straight-A’s and a scholarship to UCLA.

      Elise had done well enough, but she was never going to college and they all knew it. Instead, Elise was after the beach, and informal surfing competitions where she was always in the top three. Petra wondered if you could make a living surfing. Elise was planning to try. Sponsors. Prize money. Boys.

      For fraternal twins, night and day, but now it made a kind of extremely weird sense.

      Petra followed her dad into the bigger room. Mom and Umeko were there, anxiously waiting. Petra’s eyes were still adjusting from the bright, green light of the machine, but she could see just how anxious both women were, suddenly standing up together.

      Petra stopped and looked both women: Mom and Umeko. Auntie Em. Her real mother and Hiltrude.

      God, this was weird.

      “You understand why now,” Auntie Em said flatly.

      It wasn’t a question. Umeko had never been a tentative person.

      “Yes,” Petra agreed.

      Petra stepped up and wrapped her arms around the woman who had secretly been her mother all these years. Umeko was tiny. Nisei from Seattle originally.

      Petra finally understood now why they hadn’t returned to the Pacific Northwest when they had to leave Boston.

      How do you keep a secret so big, for so long, except in a place where nobody knows you?

      “Thank you,” Petra whispered.

      It was so little to say, but covered everything.

      Mom, Hiltrude, stepped up a moment later and wrapped her long arms around both of them, a giant hug and a kiss on Petra’s head that made everything all right, somehow.

      Petra wasn’t sure how long the hug lasted, except that apparently Dad had made it into the kitchen to grab a bottle of wine and four glasses. He was just pulling the cork as the three women untangled and sort of collapsed onto the big sofa, Petra in the middle and each of her mothers at her side.

      Dad handed around a nice, light glass of pink to sip.

      “I do not wish to say this, but I must,” Hiltrude said in a voice just tinged with sadness. “You will never be as powerful as your sister, Elise.”

      Petra knew that. Had known that for a long time.

      Unlike Elise, Petra’s powers seemed to come from geometry. She could visualize a shape, initially no bigger than would fit in her palm, and cause it to come into existence, solid, as long as she thought about it. With practice, she had gotten up to something a little smaller than a compact car, maybe a Beetle.

      They were always a solid block in a single color, but she had learned how to pick the shade when she created it. And to do other things, or create other shapes, while holding a few in her mind.

      But she couldn’t fly. Couldn’t blast holes in a hillside with her fire, like Elise did when she really got going, out in the desert to practice.

      It was a good thing Elise just wanted to surf. Petra wasn’t sure which heroes could stop her if she had bent her mind to evil.

      The world was safe, though. That would be too much like work for her sister to even consider.

      Not Petra, but she wanted to save the world.

      She just didn’t think anybody could. Maybe Provost, the greatest of the superheroes on the West Coast. Not many others.

      Petra glanced up, suddenly aware that she had fallen into herself, thinking, when she should be talking to the parents around her.

      She thought about Mom’s words. The implications that she wasn’t going to be strong enough, good enough to compare with her sister.

      “I have to try,” she announced in a quiet, firm voice.

      Adamantine, to use dad’s term. Utterly unbending.

      It would probably get her killed one of these days, she figured. The unmovable object would meet an irresistible force, and bad things would happen.

      But bad things were already happening.

      There had only been a handful of heroes and villains a generation ago. Now there were hundreds, and more springing up all over the world, every day.

      Like Petra.

      “Can I share an important lesson that I leaned about being a superhero, with my extremely stubborn daughter?” Dad asked in a teasing voice.

      It was not the first time he had used that phrase. Elise never listened. Petra hadn’t always agreed.

      But tonight was when things were changing.

      “Sure, Dad,” Petra replied, watching him smile.

      “There are comfortable limits to the power you can draw and use,” he said, face suddenly deadly-serious.

      Petra felt both her moms tense.

      “But at the end of the day, the power responds to your will. Or your rage,” he continued.

      Petra felt Hiltrude reach over her shoulders to touch Umeko. Both women leaned forward to smile at some inside joke.

      “Yes,” Umeko said. “Samurai.”

      Hiltrude nodded.

      Dad actually blushed, so it must be a good story. Petra wasn’t sure she wanted the gory details. Not tonight, anyway.

      “Are you sure you want to go down this road?” Dad continued, voice still solemn.

      “The world is going to hell,” Petra said. “We lost Vietnam. Nixon’s a crook. The air around here is so brown you can’t see the mountains on most days.”

      “Those are political problems, daughter,” Hiltrude said in firm tones.

      “And bad people are doing bad things,” Petra countered. “Imagine what it would have been like when the cops cornered the Symbionese Liberation Army the other day if one of them had the power to change those outcomes. Or that crazy bastard who replaced the Hollywood sign with fifty foot tall, flaming letters to try and summon demons to destroy LA.”

      “Let’s start smaller than people who give the big folks grief,” Dad said dryly. “The name you’ve chosen for yourself. I doubt anybody except a professor of mythology will
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