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          Overture: Modern Gods

        

      

    

    
      The world was not created on July 16, 1945 CE. It merely Awakened, a terrible flash of light illuminating the desert floor and announcing that things would be different.

      As legends tell us, there was always power in the world, but only enough for a very few Gods at any one time. It took mankind to truly unlock the power of the atom, vaporizing all those exotic rare elements from the planet’s core and blasting them up into the atmosphere where anyone could taste them, grasp them, possess them; to make power a truly democratic thing.

      Now many people have become unto Gods.

      And nobody really understands what the power is or how it picks and chooses. It’s almost more like magic in this modern era, granting wishes to a few with the ability to unlock it and the dreams to transform it.

      But while it is no longer as rare as it used to be, scientists tell us that only the exceptional person can truly use the power, embrace it, and shape it. And those few people are mostly concentrated in the nations that have seen atomic weapons tested and used.

      Still, in a world with now seven billion souls, that means thousands, potentially millions of such beings, with the ability to alter reality to their desires, are walking among us.

      Some choose to be heroes, others villains. Many remain hidden. But today, there are many Modern Gods…

      

      Introduction from Gods Walk Among Us by Charlotte Yukiko Burnham-Lambert. Copyright 1974 Tamarin Press, 17th Edition 2014.
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      It had already been more than two months since Miranda had been killed by the American super-hero Golden Tiger.

      Two months is a long time.

      Angel City had fixed all the damage from that tremendous battle, painting over burn marks, replacing sheared-off telephone poles and broken glass, repaving a four-hundred-yard stretch of damaged pavement.

      Standing on that exact spot, it would be as though nothing had ever happened there. No armored car knocked over on one side. No pool of Miranda Devereux’s blood on the asphalt as she slowly bled to death at Golden Tiger’s feet.

      Supposedly, he had heroically striven to save her life.

      Sure.

      He had also hit her with the ki-bolt that ruptured her battlesuit and drove fragments of exotic metals into her lungs, causing her to drown in her own blood.

      Kai Di remembered her friend. She remembered all the adventures they had from boarding school, as she stared out the darkened windows from the back seat of the luxury car. Outside, she approached the gates to the Devereux compound, in one of the nicer districts of Paris.

      Paris always smelled so much more complicated than home.

      On the sidewalk, there were fewer protestors with angry signs than she had been expecting, but this was Paris. The police here were not as tolerant of that sort of thing as she would have encountered in Angel City, or Franklin, or back home in any of the Pacific Northwest Jewel Cities. And Jean-Michel Devereux was a popular and powerful industrialist in France, in all of Europe. That kind of money could shelter him from the revelation that his youngest daughter had gone to America, put on a cowl, and turned herself into the super-villain known as the Scarlet Titan.

      Two months of government secrecy had passed before the Americans had finally decided to release her body for burial. Two months of sudden pain when certain songs came on the radio, or seeing trinkets Miranda had bought for her on one of their trips.

      She would never again talk to her best friend in the world.

      Kai Di brushed her long black bangs out of her eyes and forbid herself to cry.

      At the same time, it had been two months for a deep rage to take hold of her soul, burning slowly, like a seam of buried coal.

      If she couldn’t cry, neither could she grind her teeth in anger watching the man who killed her friend be interviewed on the evening news.

      She could only hold on, striving to live each day while she tried to come up with answers.

      If there were any.

      And then one sudden, early morning, a telephone call, only answered because it had come from Miranda’s mother, Isabel.

      How quickly could she make it to Paris?

      A chartered, corporate jet waiting for her in a back corner of the smaller airport, well away from big jets shipping packages in and out of Emerald night and day.

      Ten hours in the air, the only traveling guest for two young stewardesses; well, older than her, but not yet as jaded.

      Ultra-class travel.

      A long, black luxury car waiting for her in Paris when she touched down. Her own personal customs officer politely waiting at the bottom of the corporate jet’s steps.

      The long drive into the city, alone in the back seat.

      On the street, outside the gates, the crowd was amazingly well behaved, but this wasn’t one of the slums where the demonstrators might torch random automobiles as a sign of displeasure, or boredom.

      Nobody even so much as threw an egg or a rotten tomato at the automobile as the black, iron gate opened and they sailed serenely through, into the safety of the Devereux compound.

      “Merci, Étienne,” Kai Di said as the chauffer parked the land yacht before the ancient, gray, granite mansion and hurriedly opened the back door for her.

      Kai Di stepped out and hugged the older man. He had been with the Devereux family for two decades now, a fixture of her just-passed teen years when she frequently came to stay with her best friend from school during breaks, on their way shopping, or skiing, or causing trouble.

      He had always been there, never commenting on the crazy things they did, or the times they nearly got arrested, and he had never told her parents of their adventures.

      Truly, Étienne was yet another uncle across a tremendously large family, stretching from her distant paternal kin in Guangzhou, to her mother’s family in Hong Kong, to now include all of Miranda’s relatives across the United States and Europe.

      There was a Chinese word for such an interlocked structure, largely unknown as a term to westerners, regardless of how much of the concept transcended all languages.

      Guanxi. Connections. The great web of family connections.

      Kai Di stepped back from his hug before they both started crying again. She turned and found Miranda’s mother already standing in the opened front door, veiled and dressed in black. Like a proper, dutiful daughter, Kai Di presented herself before the woman she considered her second mother, even though they looked nothing alike.

      Isabel Devereux had been a top fashion model once, decades ago, before she fell in love with Jean-Michel. The woman still had the lean, commanding height, the regal bones in her heart-shaped face, the elegant grace when walking across a room, the charisma to draw every man in the room into her orbit with barely a nod.

      Kai Di was tall among her extended Chinese family, as much a result of good nutrition and world-class health care as simply growing up in America, when so many of her smaller kinfolk had lived through the upheavals of eastern Asia over the last three generations, and consequently were still tiny in comparison.

      Still, she barely came up to Isabel’s eyes.

      Kai Di was five and a half feet tall, with the glossy straight black hair and almond eyes of pure Cantonese blood, never diluted in six generations of living in America. She was slender in all dimensions, too tall to be considered petite, but built like a short fashion model might be.

      But Isabel was still her mother.

      Today, the woman was a mess. Blood-shot eyes and nose red from a fresh round of crying. Her graying auburn hair pulled back with a simple strip of blood-red ribbon wrapped underneath and laced into a simple bow atop her head.

      Only her perfume achieved perfection.

      Kai Di wondered if the ribbon was an accident of timing, or a silent tribute to the costume her daughter, The Scarlet Titan, had worn.

      Isabel did not speak. Instead, she took a step forward and wrapped her arms around Kai Di, pulling her into a fierce hug, like a western mother with a beloved child. Kai Di could not imagine her real mother, her first mother, the imperious and glamorous Yi Wen, showing such physical affection, certainly not in public.

      And thus I am the Kai Di who is a proper daughter with her family, and Dr. Kate Peng, the youngest genius researcher in a laboratory full of them, when I am not at home. And beloved youngest-youngest daughter Catherine when I am in Paris.

      Kai Di hugged her other mother.

      “Come, child,” Isabel finally said as she relaxed her tight grip a bit and leaned back. “Let us get you inside. I bought you a black dress that should be a close-enough fit, and the tailor is waiting inside to make final alterations. We will get you fed, and then the service is this afternoon.”

      Yes, that was mother Isabel, the whirlwind of organization and activity everywhere she went.

      Kai Di let herself be led inside. Jean-Michel was there, waiting with another hug.

      Truly, I am their fifth child, when they have just lost number four all over again.

      It was so strange, so exotic, so much unlike her own parents. Yet it was her other home.

      Now, she had to go bury her sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          The Funeral

        

      

    

    
      The service was private.

      Kai Di could not think of the right word to encompass the room she found herself in after lunch. Austere did not do it justice. It was not hollow, even though there were pitifully few people allowed in.

      Simply empty, perhaps.

      Dark, wooden walls. Polished granite floor. Beams overhead holding up a vaulted ceiling.

      Isabel and Jean-Michel. Oldest sister Gabriella and her husband Anton. Middle sister Euphrasie seated with her ex-husband Kevin. Older brother Patrice and his lively wife Amber. A priest she did not recognize. An organist. Étienne. Arn, the stuffy, proper English butler and his tiny wife Carissa, the empress of the kitchen.

      Nobody else.

      No one was allowed.

      In other circumstances, there might have been whole battalions of French politicians and ministers in attendance, filling a large auditorium or small stadium. Associates of Jean-Michel from all of European industry would have come. Cousins, teachers, neighbors, friends.

      It would have been an event.

      No one else was welcome. Not today.

      Even Miranda’s young nieces and nephews had been kept home.

      How does one properly inter a super-villain? How does one mourn?

      It wasn’t like there were long-established customs for this sort of thing. Miranda was not a black-sheep child, buried in a potter’s field in the dead-of-night and deepest secrecy, lest she soil the family’s good name. Although, she already had done that to a certain degree, by dying as The Scarlet Titan.

      Kai Di would not cry again.

      She was afraid that if she did, one of these times the tide of tears would bear her away and drown her. Isabel squeezed her hand as the priest began to speak.

      Kai Di let her mind unfocus, let the strange, sonorous, Latin words wash over her and numb the parts that hurt. Funerals were not for the dead, who were past caring.

      They were, instead, for the living. A moment to remember all the good things. Whispered secrets in the middle of the night, secret crushes, the sorts of silly things teenage girls do when far from home and away from their families.

      “It is acceptable to cry, child,” Isabel whispered in her ear as Kai Di leaned over to rest her head on the older woman’s shoulder. “No one could have imagined she would have turned out to be a super-villain.”

      But I knew.

      Kai Di could not whisper those words out loud, even now. She had promised Miranda to keep her secret. Sworn a silly, little blood oath by pricking their fingers on a full moon night when Kai Di had been a fourteen-year-old university freshman, and Miranda was her sixteen-year-old senior roommate.

      Gods above and below, had it been six years already?

      Miranda Devereux. The sister she had never had. Older. More sophisticated. More exotic. Impossibly French. Rich, and lovely, and smart, and undoubtedly destined for a life of crime and adventure, however short it had been cut.

      Kai Di had no doubt her sister-in-all-but-blood lived life right on the very edge.

      Right up until the moment it killed her.

      She would never see Miranda again. Never open the pounding door to Miranda’s smiling face at six AM with bagels and coffee and wearing some unknown man’s jacket. Never spend hours on the phone in the dead of night with her, giggling, and telling lies and secrets.

      Her sister was gone.

      Kai Di could cry now. That was okay.

      But tomorrow, she was going to hunt down that bastard who had killed her sister, and make him pay.
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      A whole day had passed in a blur.

      Kate/Kai Di was home again. Back to Emerald and her compact little apartment with the perfect view of the Sound and the Olympic Mountains beyond it. Back to her real life. Back to be being plain, ordinary Dr. Kate Peng again.

      At least, tomorrow. She still had to face the rest of Sunday, to try to recover her poise.

      If that could be done.

      The tears that were threatening to blind her caused her to misjudge the books on the shelf as she reached up. Instead of just her current journal, she accidentally pulled her oldest diary down off the shelf as well, friction welded by the cloth covers on both volumes. It fell to the pseudo-hardwood floor of her tiny bedroom with a tremendous slap that caused her surprised tomcat to bolt under the bed in fright.

      “I’m so sorry, Mr. Loh,” Kate said between sniffles as she carefully bent down to retrieve the book, blowing her heavy, black bangs out of her eyes.

      She moved slowly, awkward in rarely-worn high heels, hose, and that tremendously expensive, long black dress. She might have worn something more comfortable on the flight home, but she could not marshal the energy to change back into jeans and a sweatshirt before she left Paris.

      Kate squatted down and leaned slightly against the heavy oak frame of her antique sleigh bed. She reached for her old journal, still holding the program for Miranda’s funeral in her other hand.

      The diary was not something petite. She still remembered very distinctly asking her father for a folio-sized book with rigid, blue-cloth covers when she was twelve and had very complicated information that needed to be carefully transcribed.

      Twelve-year-olds girls were like that.

      But he had bought it for her, the first of many like it where she kept her dreams.

      Kate glanced down at the open page, marveling at the lines of tight Cantonese characters written down the page. They made her laugh in spite of herself, in spite of the pain in her chest and the loss of her best friend in the whole world. In spite of the anger underneath it all.

      I have not yet confirmed it, her twelve-year-old self had confidently written. But after the latest experiment, I am sure there is going to be glitter in the cat’s poop.

      There had been. For weeks.

      Mr. Loh meowed at her from under the bed, subtly rebuking her for being such a poor minion and so terribly frightening him.

      Kate smiled at her sidekick and sat, carefully curling her legs under her. She patted her lap and smiled at her little gray tabby as he slowly emerged from under the bed to sniff the air. After a moment, he stepped carefully up onto her thighs.

      Mr. Loh began to purr as she worked at his spine and under his chin with her nails. Kate knew she would be absolutely covered with his hair when she stood up, but right now she really didn’t care.

      She had never owned a black dress reserved exclusively for funerals before this. She had never needed to.

      And she was never, ever, going to wear this dress again.

      [image: ]

      The day had slowly faded to evening. Kai Di checked the face of her cute little Swiss watch and decided it was time to head out. Her parents expected her for Sunday dinner at seven o’clock, regardless of her having just arrived back in Emerald from Paris less than four hours before.

      She let the exhaustion wash briefly over her before she took a deep breath and pushed it away. This would be a night for dark, bitter coffee to keep her energy up. She only needed four or five hours of sleep most nights anyway. Caffeine-fueled insomnia tonight would not make that big a difference.

      Kate checked herself quickly in the mirror. Bangs finally brushed into obedience. Long, straight, black hair French-braided to her shoulder blades. Dark blue silk blouse with a subtle floral print done in silver. Long, shiny black skirt. Low-heeled, lace-up, black boots with bangles on a stout gold chain around her right ankle.

      Miranda had given her the little gold charm, a flying crane, for good luck on her eighteenth birthday. Kate would wear it tonight to honor her friend. It would be invisible under the skirt, but she would know.

      Kate checked her smart phone. Her ride was five minutes away. She blew Mr. Loh a kiss and grabbed her nicer jacket off the hook and locked the door behind her.

      Her parents awaited.

      [image: ]

      Kai Di flashed back to Paris as the car service deposited her on the curb outside her parent’s home. The house was much smaller than the Devereux compound, and in the middle of a wealthy neighborhood on Capitol Hill rather than in the exurbs of town.

      Kai Di could not imagine Wei De Peng and especially glamourous Yi Wen, living someplace out southeast like Hobart and possibly fitting in. Even Emerald’s Nuevo-riche, mostly investors and software entrepreneurs across the Lake in their gated and secured little city on the Points, were too suburban, too remote.

      Too modern.

      Kai Di bowed ever so slightly to the two stone lions protecting the sidewalk and steps as she passed. On the porch, she checked that the ba gua mirror was protecting the front door from demons. Mother would be frantic if something happened to the feng shui of the ancient house, forcing her to either bring in a new geomancer, or worse, find a different house, somewhere else on the dragon’s back that was Capitol Hill.

      From the outside, there was little to distinguish the house. Wei De had subtly redone the corners of the roofline when he moved in, to tilt them up slightly, reminding her of a temple she had visited in Guangzhou when she was much younger, but he left the two great windows, overlooking the front yard, in their original, century-old, craftsman design. It was only inside that the space began to look properly Cantonese.

      The backyard had been transformed, replanted with jasmine and tea trees, leaving only the semi-ancient mature roses from before. This late in the fall, there was almost no smell at all, save for the trace of salty air blowing in off the Sound.

      Kai Di took a calming breath and rang the bell. She waited.

      Father surprised her by answering the door himself, instead of Mu Ren, mother’s maid and cook for forty years, a woman that had been a fixture of the Fong family from when mother had been younger than Kai Di was now. The family maid since long before her parents had moved here from Franklin.

      Wei De was a gloriously middle-aged Chinese man from a very old family, rail-thin and seemingly made of bamboo. In her boots and low heels, Kai Di still looked up slightly at him. His straight, black hair was short and neat as always, and he seemed to be eternal, at least in her mind.

      He surprised her even more when he reached out and hugged her quickly.

      Wei De was not a hugging person.

      “Jean-Michel called,” he whispered in her ear before stepping back. “I’m sorry for Miranda. I know you loved her. Is there anything we can do?”

      Kai Di nearly lost her remaining self-control as she processed her father’s words. She had come here tonight mentally prepared for battle with Yi Wen. Mother had always been very insistent that Sunday dinner was to be a somber, family affair. The kind that required extraordinary expectations.

      Her mother was the queen of extraordinary expectations.

      Instead, Kai Di just shook her head, smiled at Father, and let him take her jacket, shocked and somewhat numb. She followed him deeper into the house, past the formal salon and little library/office, past the grand staircase, into the kitchen across squeaky hardwood floors.

      The view there was even more shocking.

      Mother sat on a barstool at the bar, silently supervising Mu Ren’s cooking with a glass of red wine in her hand. Both women stopped talking when she entered.

      Mu Ren reached her first, but only because tiny Yi Wen had to climb down off the barstool gracefully first. Everything Mother did was graceful.

      Mu Ren was always good for a hug. Mother surprised her even more than Father had with one.

      This was not a hugging family. They were Cantonese.

      Kongzi, the great scholar and philosopher, had established very strict rules of behavior, hierarchies of relationships for honoring your emperor, your elders, your family.

      He did not do hugging.

      Kai Di somehow found it in herself, deep down, to giggle silently at the thought that her parents were becoming Americanized, even unconsciously, and however much against their will.

      Still, she controlled her shock. Miranda had been as much another daughter in this house as Kai Di had been in Paris. Her parents obviously wanted to honor her as well.

      Mu Ren poured Kai Di a glass of red wine and stuck it in her hand and then went back to her stove.

      “Come,” Mother said, leading her to the other barstool and seating her.

      Kai Di started to speak, but Mu Ren turned and shooed them out of the kitchen, pointing imperiously at the grand dining room.

      “Dinner will be served in five minutes,” she announced gravely in Cantonese, an utter dismissal from her domain.

      Kai Di smiled and allowed herself to be led by her mother into the dining room, already set with the finest porcelain and silver. She sipped at her wine after she was seated, something she could not do outside this house, with her much-older colleagues, since she would not turn twenty-one for another three months.

      Mother smiled gravely at her.

      “Was it a well-done funeral?” Mother probed.

      Not proper, or grand. Well-done. Mother took the ceremonial aspects of things, of life and death, very seriously. She expected Catholics to be able to handle such a task with style and grace. Anything less would be unacceptable.

      “It was,” Kai Di replied with equal seriousness.

      As much as you could do such a thing, they had managed.

      “How are you doing?” Father surprised her by asking.

      Again, nothing in the Analects prepared her for this manner of personal interaction with her parents. One was expected to show proper deference and respect, up a chain of relationships and connections. Guanxi. But her parents were obviously intent on trying.

      Kai Di allowed herself to relax some. She felt her shoulders come down enough that she was no longer capable of holding a pencil between her shoulder blades as she sat.

      “Tired, but well, Father,” Kai Di replied quietly.

      She could try, too.

      It dawned on her that they might be a bit starved for conversation, for family now. They had reached the empty nest stage of their lives.

      Kai Di was done with school, finished with her post-Doctoral work, and working as a Distinguished Researcher in a specialized laboratory down on the lake, with her own apartment. Both of her brothers were away at school. Ge Ke, commonly called Gregory by his American friends, was almost done with a Bachelor’s of Science in Indiana. He would be eighteen this year. Han Rong, Harry, was in St. Clair, California, studying computer science with the best minds of his generation.

      It was a family of scholars. Even Mother had taken a degree in literature. In China, that would have been enough.

      In America, you needed money as well, to thrive.

      The Peng clan had always been wealthy enough, but Father had taken it to an entire new plateau in the sleepy city of Emerald, once quaintly known only for making jet airliners. Wei De had seen the future, and moved up here to invest heavily in real estate, mere moments before personal computers transformed this entire region, the entire world.

      He could have easily moved across the lake and lived among the technology billionaires.

      If he cared.

      The Peng clan did not do ostentation.

      We have lived on the west coast of America for more than one hundred and fifty years, child, bound by links of family and favors to the mother city, to Guangzhou. We have lived quietly and watched other clans rise to prominence, and fall to arrogance and emperors.

      We will survive. We will prosper, while history erases them.

      Mu Ren interrupted any further commentary with the first bowls of soup.

      She would allow no serious conversation that might ruin the digestion.

      Father gave Kai Di a look that promised such seriousness later.
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      Kai Di found herself in Father’s study upstairs after dinner, alone with him. Mother had retired to bed, perhaps specifically so they two could be left to talk. Mu Ren would be down in her basement apartment, catching up on the latest seasons of her favorite television shows in one of her great weekly binges.

      This room had always been where she and her father had come to have solemn conversations. Not that they excluded the rest of the family. She knew that Father had done similar things with both of her brothers once they had gotten old enough.

      Retire to his study and have serious talks, ranging across politics, history, genealogy, money, culture, and languages. An education one could not receive in any school. The sorts of things that Mother’s family in Hong Kong did not give serious enough consideration to, much of the time.

      No, this was a shelter, for the Peng clan to consider what had made them, and how to retain it over the generations. A place to be safe.

      Kai Di was home.

      Father sat in his great, ancient chair, red leather and overstuffed and oh-so-very-English. He held a snifter of expensive brandy in one hand and watched her across his big wooden desk, perched on the comfy love seat to one side, holding a glass of her own.

      The walls were sheathed in a dark, red oak, stained almost to black, and then enameled to shine. Carpet had been laid over the original hardwood floor; a deep, lush shag in pale jade that swallowed every footstep. On the walls, two bright watercolors hung, presumably of the English countryside. They had that faint whiff of faded imperialism and unquenchable perseverance.

      Kai Di always expected the room to smell of sweet tobacco smoke. If an Englishman lived here, this would be his smoking room. Father had decorated it as such, the only room in the house not traditionally Cantonese in nature. But Wei De was not a traditional son. Dutiful, but not traditional.

      Like father, like daughter.

      Instead, jasmine leaves and sweet oils in a side-table vase made it smell more like the traditional apothecary she occasionally visited down in the International District, no longer just Chinatown as the Vietnamese, the Thai, and various other immigrants came in and pushed the Chinese families up the hill and into the middle class.

      Father eyed her speculatively. Kai Di awaited his wisdom like a dutiful daughter.

      “I have given much thought to your friend Miranda,” he began solemnly. “Who she was, what she was like, how she died.”

      Kai Di nodded. She had taken a few days off work when the news first broke, to sit at home and cry. She might do it again, now that the funeral was done.

      And yet…

      She was familiar with the western concept of the stages of grief, but had managed to get them in the wrong order. Anger had decided to come last, after acceptance.

      She could accept now that Miranda was gone, but she couldn’t get over her rage at the how or the why. It had been a slow burning, deep inside. Embers almost hidden, but never going away.

      Instead, Kai Di had spent the last month learning to control the edge that would suddenly appear in her voice, lest she take it out on people with no greater crime than they happened to be closest when she bubbled over.

      She might spend a lifetime recovering.

      “Perhaps a year after you went away to college,” Father continued carefully, “one of your professors contacted me directly.”

      Kai Di blinked in surprise at the sudden direction of the conversation. This was news to her.

      “He mentioned the Japanese scholar, Burnham,” he continued. “And asked if you had ever exhibited extraordinary characteristics.”

      Burnham? That wasn’t a Japanese name. Oh. Yukiko Yamanaka, known by her adopted name, Charlotte Burnham. Storyteller and distinguished scholar of the special humans she had called Modern Gods.

      Kai Di was aghast.

      Her? One of them?

      But then she realized.

      Miranda.

      Her sister had been one of them. The sister that had helped her, gotten along with her, understood her better than any of the other students, even those in the exceptional program for accelerated education. The so-called super nerds, none of whom had started college after they turned fifteen.

      Her sister, who had turned out to be one of the ones called Modern Gods.

      Automatically, Kai Di checked the door, but it was closed. No one else could listen in.

      “I assured him that you had not,” Father stated flatly.

      Father smiled at her, more warmly than he had all evening.

      “After all,” Father concluded. “Extraordinary is a very flexible word in English. And he was not family. Our secrets are not for outsiders.”

      Kai Di opened her mouth, but could not speak. She couldn’t summon demons, or fly, or throw lightning bolts, like the costumed heroes and villains on the evening news.

      “I am not a witch, Father,” Kai Di said automatically.

      “And I am not a warlock,” he replied serenely. “That does not make either of us entirely human, beloved daughter.”

      Kai Di’s jaw hit the floor. She felt like her eyes were probably that bugged-out size that characters got in Japanese anime. In her mind, a precipice suddenly appeared at her feet.

      Father? One of them as well? What did that make me?

      Kai Di temporized by taking a sip of her brandy. Father had brought out the very finest tonight. It behooved her to appreciate it correctly. Especially when she couldn’t trust her words.

      They stared at each other in raw silence for several seconds, Father Buddha-like in his great chair, Kai Di aghast on the love seat, trying to find words, in Cantonese, Chinese, or English.

      There were none.

      “But Miranda was your sister,” Father continued. “In soul if not birth. And we are Peng. I know what I would do, if I stood in your place. I would know your thoughts.”

      Kai Di looked inside herself, still shocked by the turn of conversation tonight. The grief and loneliness persisted. But anger still shaded her soul red.

      She sipped the brandy and smelled the jasmine. Anything to ground her in home, when adrift threatened her.

      “What does it mean to be what Burnham calls a Modern God, Father?” she asked finally, quietly. “What can the power do?”

      Wei De leaned back in his chair and swirled his glass. She watched his eyes focus on a distant, invisible horizon.

      Moments passed. Or eternities. It was hard to keep time straight in her head right now.

      “Power is power, daughter,” he said after a time. “According to Burnham, the only limits appear to be imagination and discipline, to use her words. If you can dream it, and will it, you can bring it into being.”

      “I always wanted to fly,” she murmured, partly to herself, partly to the universe.

      “Yes,” Father agreed with a sharp edge to his voice. “But you did not demand it.”

      What?

      Kai Di brought her attention back to the present, to see the serious look on Wei De’s face. There were lines around his eyes and down his cheeks, not obvious at any other time. Save for lacking a flowing, white beard, he had the look of one of the Christian Patriarchs from their great book, aloof and angry and Intent.

      She could not find words.

      “You demanded science,” he continued flatly, speaking to her from the mountaintop.

      Science?

      “You looked at a problem,” he said. The words seemed to thunder at her, for all their quiet inflection. “An equation, a formula, something. You solved it in your head intuitively, faster than anyone else could. I have seen you do it.”

      Yes. Was that a super-power? Could it be one?

      There were hundreds of heroes and villains in costumes, doing flashy things with their power. Could she?

      Kai Di suddenly felt that ability unfold. Clarity from confusion.

      She saw to the root of her Father’s reasoning. Perhaps there was power there.

      “Will I use my power to avenge Miranda?” Kai Di observed evenly.

      “Indeed,” Father agreed, still aloof, but warming slightly. “There is an old American saying. If you would seek revenge, you should begin by digging two graves.”

      Two? Oh. Yes. One for Golden Tiger, and one for me.

      She tasted the possibilities of revenge. Of actually transforming her private, little vengeance fantasies into something more concrete, more real.

      It was sweet, and bitter. Exhilarating. Imposing.

      Ominous.

      “I have never considered that I had that power in me, Father,” she replied finally.

      “I know, beloved daughter,” he said. “But you would have, at some point. Better we have this discussion now.”

      “Why?” she asked honestly.

      Nothing in the Analects had prepared her for this moment. She had envisioned a life of science and intellectual exploration. Of friends and family and vacations to exotic locations. Or, at least, even more exotic than her adventures with Miranda.

      “I fear you are at a crossroads, my daughter,” Father continued. “There are many paths that lie open before you at this moment. A proper father would impress upon his most-dutiful daughter the correct choice to make, venerating the ancient teacher while honoring her clan and her parents by following those wishes. Even at cost to her own.”

      He paused to take his own sip, gauging her. The Patriarch was gone. In his place, perhaps a slightly angry Buddha. If one could envision such a thing.

      Kai Di could retreat behind a carefully Cantonese façade as well.

      Dutiful daughter.

      But she was utterly at sea. She could never remember him being like this. But then, they had never been here before.

      “Instead, Kai Di, I would tell you that not all answers are to be found in the Analects. We live in an age of gods and heroes. I believe I have raised you well. Whatever choice you make, I will be proud of you.”

      He swirled his glass and drank.

      Kai Di did the same, unable to put coherent words in order, even in her head. She had been raised to be the proper, dutiful daughter, to sublimate herself to the wishes of her parents, of her clan. Of her emperor, had there been one. She had been expecting him to expressly forbid such things.

      She might have even honored those wishes.

      To be free to choose was a modern thing, an American thing. It was at once intoxicating, and terrifying.

      She sought within to find the words, but could not grasp them.

      And then she saw a picture on the shelf behind Father’s desk. It had not been there the last time she sat in this place.

      It was a picture of her and Miranda, arm-in-arm at the reception that followed Kai Di being awarded her Doctorate in Chemistry. And it occupied the place of honor in the section where one would look for kinfolk.

      Miranda was family, as far as Father and Mother were concerned.

      It would be Kai Di’s duty as next daughter to avenge her sister.

      Thus, she could best honor her sister, and her family.

      She felt a cold smile grow on her face.

      Kai Di turned to her father and saw the same smile there, so unlike any she had ever seen before.

      It was feral, hungry, angry.

      Yes, this man has lost a child. And he will have blood for it as well.

      Kai Di raised her glass mutely. Father did the same.

      They toasted silently to vengeance.
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      Kate woke at her customary time, well before the alarm on her phone that she kept as a backup. Outside, it was still dark. This late in October, the sun would not rise for hours. Even if it were summer, she would still see the dawn arrive.

      She took a deep breath and stretched, opening her curtains to watch the moon slowly set over the Olympics before making her way to the kitchen to make coffee. She put water on to boil and filled up the hand-grinder as she prepared to reduce the beans to magic.

      It took a moment for Kate to locate the mug she really wanted this morning, tucked back in a corner of the cupboard. She pulled it out and studied the outside with care and a secret smile. The United States Patent Office let you order a coffee mug with your patent information on it. This was hers.

      Correction, my first patent. There will be others. Perhaps one day I will have an entire dinner service for parties.

      Kate sat the mug carefully on the counter and got to work. Her Cantonese parents took their tea very seriously, but this was Emerald, the City of The Mermaid, and people here matched that level of devotion in their coffee. Perhaps surpassed it on some days.

      Press and funnel set atop the mug. Beans ground and transferred into the press. Hot water poured over the grounds, stirred to just the right amount of foam, pressed through until the grounds were merely damp. Extra water poured into the mug to cut the thickness down from something almost Turkish to something merely adequate for her morning.

      Kate added just enough cream to soften the blackness, just enough honey to blunt the bitterness. Today was going to be a hard one, it needed to be approached with a ceremonial level of seriousness, even as she began her normal routine.

      She turned on the television and sipped her coffee while she sat on the floor in front of it and slowly stretched, letting the east coast financial information wash over her like a warm summer tide. Kate could not see the future, like some of the Modern Gods, nor cast fireballs with her hands, nor tame demons.

      She could, however, absorb staggering amounts of information, remember it, and process it.

      Maybe that was enough. She had no basis against which to compare, except for Miranda, who had been one of them.

      Other people she had known were able to memorize pages of texts, and recite it years later. But they could not analyze it in three dimensions in their head and locate fascinating new connections, hidden underneath, the kind that intuitively worked. Those people could not rotate a molecule of some organic chemical in their mind, seeing all the possibilities. They did not instinctively understand some entirely new way to bond it with a completely different chemical and transform it into something amazing and powerful.

      Kate could do that. Had done that. At twenty years old, Dr. Kate Peng already had more money than she knew what to do with. More than the entire rest of the Peng clan combined. And more came every quarter in the form of licensing payments and stock dividends.

      Chinese women probably were willing to sell their souls for a weekly pill that would make their skin young, pale, and utterly blemish-free. Jean-Michel Devereux had certainly made the two of them both fantastically rich by understanding and exploiting that. By telling her what invention might be useful to a young woman with a head for exotic organic chemistry.

      It would never win her a Nobel Prize, but at this rate, she might be able to buy Sweden one of these days as a consolation prize.

      Kate finished properly stretching on the floor and emptied the last of her coffee. She rose and centered herself in the middle of the living room.

      Her apartment was all space, in spite of how small the footprint was. Here in the living room, a television was mounted flat to the far wall. A comfy green cloth couch across from it. Two bookshelves, one for science and one for literature. Mr. Loh’s little carpet-covered palace by the window for climbing and observing. For being the lord of all he surveyed, like the God-Emperor Woodchuck she and Miranda had seen once on a hike in the North Cascades.

      The middle of the room was empty. She preferred space, not clutter.

      Kate took a deep breath and began the first movements of Tai Chi Chuan.

      The ancient forms helped focus her. As her teacher had once described them, Meditation In Motion. Hands just so. Feet perfectly placed. Breathing evenly paced. Movement. Calm. Center. She needed that, especially today.

      Kate traveled inward and considered her day ahead.

      Father was right. Many paths had opened.

      [image: ]

      The Lab had an off-putting feel this morning. Something Kate could not place.

      Nothing had changed that she could see.

      It still had that smell of fresh-cut flowers resting fitfully atop the ammonia and other powerful cleaning agents regularly blasted everywhere to keep strange chemical concoctions at bay. There was a new security guard in the lobby, but he smiled politely as he stared at the badge she wore on her hip as she walked by.

      Perhaps he was staring at her bottom as well. There wasn’t much there as a result of too much running and not enough walking, but Miranda had told her it was a nice bottom.

      Kate blushed ever so slightly and sped up a little. She quickly badged her way through the reinforced, bullet-proof glass doors and disappeared into the facility. She was not yet ready for people today.

      Inside, things were still off.

      Maybe she was off, and everything else had continued to sail along perfectly well in her absence.

      Certainly, it had been a rare entire weekend with no emergency messages on her phone. And there were no deadlines looming for
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