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Prologue

Do we stand in our own light wherever we go, and fight our own shadows forever?
Lord Edward Robert Bulwer Lytton, Lucile (pt. 11, canto 11, st. 5)
English statesman and poet (1831 - 1891)

We should never let our fears hold us back from pursuing hopes.
John F. Kennedy
American politician (U.S. President) (1917-1963)

He who wishes to secure the good of others has already secured his own.
Confucius
Chinese philosopher (c. 550-478 BCE)

Ed Straker threw down his copy of the Daily Planet and swore. That damned alien was
back from wherever he'd been for the past six years and nobody seemed worried that an alien
entity from only God knew where was being hailed as a planetary hero. This was despite the
fact that it was alien technology that had put the planet in jeopardy in the first place. He also
noted that Clark Kent was back at the Planet. He wasn't sure which one he hated more, Kent
for sticking his nose where it wasn't wanted, or that damned alien.

He picked up the paper again and flipped through to the science section. New Krypton
was what the Planet dubbed the alien crystal construct that was currently orbiting Earth's sun
between Mars and Jupiter. New Krypton' he sneered. Even the name was an abomination. A
glossy name for an alien staging platform in our own solar system, filled with unknown alien
technology of incredible power. Technology that might, just might, be useful in fighting off the
invasion he knew was coming. In fact, the invasion had already started and it was only a
matter of time before Metropolis's resident space alien showed his true colors - and they
weren't red, white and blue.

Straker considered both the reporter and the superhero for a long moment. SHADO,
Straker's project since its inception in 1970, would still be doing its job defending the planet
from an alien invasion, if Superman hadn't shown up in Metropolis, giving everyone on the
planet the notion that aliens from outer space were benevolent and peaceable. The fact that
the aliens Straker was charged to defend the planet against had disappeared was irrelevant.

But it was Kent whose actions six years before that filled Straker with venom.

When the various world governments who had been its sponsors decided to cut their
support, SHADO had found other sources of revenue. Clark Kent had been the one to expose
SHADO's new revenue sources, equating the organization to drug runners and arms dealers.
The man saw no difference between criminals out after their own gain, and a once respected
military operation forced to find funding wherever it could to continue its mission. Yes, Kent
would get his due very soon. And soon that damned alien would get his.




One

Richard White walked up to the open door of the editor's office. Through the office
windows he could see his fiancée, Lois Lane, talking with his uncle Perry White. From her
body language she was not a happy woman.

"Why Clark?" she was saying. "Why not Richard? Why not anybody else in the news
room?"

Richard tapped on the door, but they ignored him. He walked in anyway.

"Kent's been away from the city," Perry was explaining patiently. "He'll bring a fresh
perspective to the changes that have happened in Metropolis the past six years, attitude,
tempo."

"And Jason? Why Jason?" Lois complained.

"Can you think of anyone better? The kid's got journalism in his blood. It'll be great
copy."

Lois seemed unconvinced but Richard knew Perry was right. It had the makings of a great
story. And he knew she knew.

"Okay, but if anything happens..." she warned.

"What can happen?" Perry countered. "Jason shows Kent around, gives a kid eye view,
Kent writes the article and Olsen takes the pictures."

"What about the reconstruction story?" Lois demanded.

"Half the staff is already on that," Perry reminded her. "And Olsen's already well started
on his 'Heroes of Metropolis' series."

"And he's started with Superman, naturally," Lois huffed.

"No, actually," Perry said with a smile. "He's specifically not mentioning Superman. Just
ordinary everyday people."

Lois looked confused.

"If Olsen can put it together, he's got a Pulitzer coming," Perry said. Richard heard pride
in the older man's voice. Olsen was a talented photographer, no one could deny that, and if he
could get his brain in gear, it would be an award-winning story. "So, everything's covered."

"What about Luthor? He's still missing," Lois reminded her boss.

"Maddox's got it covered," Perry told her. "But if you think the FBI, the CIA, and
Interpol can't handle it..."

Lois's shoulders slumped.

"Superman's made a statement to the FBI and the D.A., so have you, me, Jason and most
of Gertrude Vanderworth's relatives," Richard added. "And every government that had their
consulate damaged during the 'quake, or had citizens injured, has Luthor on their most wanted
list and a couple of them have already convicted him in absentia. Assuming he's found alive,
he's not getting away with it." Richard grinned at her. "Besides, it gives us the day to ourselves.
And Jason's all for it. You know how he's has latched onto Clark. It's like, I don't know, he's
found an older brother."

"Clark's my age," Lois reminded him with a glare. "Whose side are you on?"

Richard shrugged, still grinning "Uncle, then. Besides, you're the one writing about finding
people to create a childrearing village. And Jason really likes him."

Richard admitted to himself it was odd how his son had decided to include Clark in his
life, a man he'd met less than a week ago. Oh, Jason and Richard had both heard about Clark
from other reporters at the Planet. Jimmy Olsen thought the world of the man and had kept all
the postcards Clark had sent back to the Planet from his 'world walk'. But Jason was normally



slow to make friends, even at school. It was like, somehow, Clark was someone Jason had
always known, a member of the family he'd missed and who had finally come home.

Richard looked out the inner window of his uncle's office, over to where Clark Kent was
seated at his desk in the bullpen, hard at work as usual. The space was sweltering. The AC has
still out and the repairs were predicted to take another week at least. Most of the staff had fans
to move the hot air around. Clark's concession to the heat was to hang his suit jacket up and
loosen his tie. Richard realized with a start that while sweat was visibly rolling off everyone
else, there didn't seem to be a bead of perspiration on Clark anywhere.

As if on cue, Clark looked over and gave him a slightly puzzled look, almost as if he'd felt
Richard's eyes on him. Then the reporter picked up a file folder to use as a fan.



Two

Superman did his nightly flight through Metropolis.

The city was still picking up the pieces from the 'crystalquake' Lex Luthor had unleashed
on the city only two days before. The EMP created by the stolen Kryptonian technology had
been a temporary inconvenience. Unlike a normal electromagnetic pulse, the power grid, the
cell phones and so on hadn't actually been damaged, just drained of power.

The physical damage from the accompanying shock wave was another story. The drained
power had gone to feed a Kryptonian crystal Luthor had stolen and planted in the ocean as
part of a demonic plan to grow a new continent he could rule while destroying the old ones,
the ones with billions of humans on them. He had come too close to succeeding; creating a
devastating earthquake that pummeled the coastline and threatened to shatter the nearest
major city - Metropolis. It had only been by the grace of God he had failed, that Superman had
managed to stop him. But even Superman couldn't stop a 6.2 Richter scale earthquake or the
sea bottom fissures that caused it.

Some streets were still blocked off so work crews could remove rubble and repair the
most seriously damaged buildings. Metropolis wasn't in an earthquake prone area. Local
building codes hadn't required major earthquake proofing. Now only one bridge remained safe
for traffic northbound out of the city and two bridges southbound. It would be months before
the other bridges would be open to traffic. Months before the city was back to any semblance
of 'normal'. Mid-winter, maybe, assuming winter came - one of the unforeseen side effects of
the Luthor's plan was a warming of the ocean off the U.S. coastline, creating a massive heat
wave. Meteorologists and oceanographers couldn't begin to predict the ramifications of such a
massive change in ocean climate. They could only wait and hope that Mother Earth was
resilient enough to recover.

The governor had called out the National Guard to help with law enforcement and clean
up. Armed patrols drove through the streets of the financial district. More could be seen
outside the downtown department stores with their boarded up windows. It seemed to
Superman that the guardsmen were looking to find trouble - but this was Metropolis, his
Metropolis, urban and urbane, American yet firmly international, polite but only warily
friendly, realistic, optimistic. A city of contradictions, tempered by the past, looking to
tomorrow.

Superman's city and Superman was back. All the banners said so.

It looked to be a quiet night. The heat had drained the energy out of everyone. A few
workers on teams authorized to be out after curfew noticed him overhead and waved. He
waved back, but didn't stop. He came to a decision and headed west, out of the city.

A few minutes later, he landed outside a farmhouse not too far from Smallville, Kansas.
There was a RV parked in front of the house. The lights were on in the house, and he hoped his
mom was alone. He'd forgotten to call and warn her he was coming. My mom has a boyfriend
and they're moving to Montana for the fishing.

He changed into his street clothes and knocked on the screen door. "Mom?"

"Clark?" Martha Kent called out from her packing. He opened the door and stepped in.
There were a few boxes piled on the kitchen table, and she looked hot and disheveled.

"Anything I can do?" he asked, looking around. The place was empty, except for the table
and two chairs - no, more than empty, soulless.

"Just working on the last couple boxes," his mom said. "The new people move in
Monday. They're nice people. You'd like them."



He'd take her word for it. He wasn't planning to meet the people taking possession of his
childhood home.

"Where's Ben?" he said, referring to her boyfriend.

"I sent him off for some ice cream," she said with a smile. "I put everything but the
photos in storage." She reached into her pants pocket and pulled out a pair of keys on a ring.
She separated them and handed one to him. "I thought you might like to go through it. Choose
what you want to keep."

"I'll do that," he promised. He thought of something. "I'd better get that 'meteorite' out of
the cornfield," he said. His crystal spaceship, the one that took him to Krypton and back, was
buried not too far from the house. "Wouldn't want somebody to start digging around and find
it."

"It would be a little hard to explain," she agreed with a smile. She studied his face for a
long moment. "You look tired."

He shrugged. "I'm not supposed to get tired," he responded. "All the papers say so, so it
must be true." There was an uncharacteristic bitterness in his voice.

"Hard time at work?"

"It's been harder than I thought it would be to get back into the swing of things. Luthor
and that damned stunt of his didn't help any. I still have some pain where they removed the
kryptonite shard. But I found a place to live. I'm surprised I was able to find anything within
the city, considering how much housing was destroyed. Not a great neighborhood, but I'm on
the top floor and I have roof access. Makes it easier to get in and out. Better than the
Metropolis Hilton. You know their windows are sealed?"

"I can see how annoying that could be," she said with a smile. She sat down in one of the
two chairs. Clark leaned against the counter.

"Mom," he said seriously. "I have to ask you where you got the ideas for those
postcards."

"National Geographic."

He'd half expected as much. At work, he'd been avoiding the subject of his 'trip' for more
than a week. The 'llama rodeo' was too bizarre to be believed. Luckily, Jimmy Olsen was the
only one at all interested and he was easily distracted. "I need you to do something for me."

"Anything, honey."

"If anybody asks, especially from the Planet, admit you wrote the postcards you sent to
Lois and Jimmy."

"Okay, but I don't understand. You did ask me to write them."

"Please? Just tell them you got a card from me a month or so after I left that asked you to
do it."

"All right, Clark, if that's what you want." Still puzzled, she turned back to her packing.
"Ben and I were in Metropolis to see you," Martha told him. "I wanted to be there for you, be
there for my boy. I was afraid I wouldn't be able to... I was afraid I'd be burying an empty
coffin next to your father's." She turned to look at him. "We saw Lois and her son leaving the
hospital. He's a fine looking boy."

"Yes, he is," Clark agreed. "Mom, Lois told me - at least I think she did, it was when |
was in the hospital, when they thought I might not make it. She told me that Jason might be
mine. Although I can't quite figure out how."

Martha grinned. "Babies are a common hazard of sex, you know."

Clark chuckled. Trust Mom to be the voice of common sense. "You know what I mean. |



didn't think humans and, you know, I didn't think we'd be compatible."

"We know better, now." Martha said. "I'm a little disappointed though. I thought your
Dad and I...?"

"You thought you'd taught me better," Clark completed for her. "You did. Before the
article about Krypton was published, before I decided to leave, I asked Lois to marry me. I
gave up my powers to be with her, Mom. And yes, I spent the night with her. At that moment,
it was absolutely right."

"But you haven't lost your powers," Martha pointed out.

"No. It became obvious pretty quickly that for me to do that was the worst decision of my
life. I couldn't do it. Maybe I was selfish and wanted it all, but it wasn't going to work. As
much as I've always wanted to be normal, to be human, I couldn't. Lois... Lois couldn't handle
it. So I erased her memory of us. I didn't know she'd gotten pregnant. I swear to God I would
never have left if I'd known."

"I know that, son. What do you plan to do?"

"Her fiancé is a good man," Clark said. "It's probably better if I don't do anything, But it's
tearing me up inside."

"Clark, I know you'll do what's right," she said, touching his face gently.

They heard a truck drive up and stop in front of the house. The truck door slammed. "All
they had was vanilla," Ben Hubbard announced as he walked in. He noticed Clark standing in
the kitchen. "Clark! How did you get here?"

"I've got a friend with an airplane," Clark said.

"When do you have to get back?"

"I just dropped by to talk to Mom before you guys took off," Clark said. He gave his
mother a peck on the cheek. "I'll take care of that other little matter. I've got to get going."

"Need a ride to the airport?" Ben offered.

Clark shook his head. "No. I'll see both later." He paused and turned back to his mother
with a crooked smile. "Please remember to call. You have my new cell number. You don't
want me to worry, do you?" He left, closing the door behind him.

A few minutes later, Martha and Ben heard what sounded like an explosion out in the
cornfield. Ben started toward the window to look, but Martha held him back. "Just another
meteorite. We are in Smallville, after all. Meteorite capital of the world."

Ben gave her a curious look. "Martha, tell me the truth. How did Clark get here so fast?"

"He flew. How else?"

A few seconds later, the air traffic controller on duty in Topeka spotted a momentary blip
on his radar screen. The blip seemed to be heading north-northwest.

U.S and Canadian Air Force radar operators intermittently caught the blip. It crossed the
border, still heading north-northwest, fast.

"Weirdest signature I've ever seen," Specialist Ellington commented to his supervisor.
"About the size of a jumbo jet, I'd guess, moving better than Mach 10."

"Can we get a satellite picture?"

Specialist Haynes called up the satellite imaging and peered at the picture on his computer
screen. "I can't pick out anything in the visual range. It must be black. The infrared band shows
something and it's moving, but there's no engine heat. It's not like anything I've ever seen,
except when..."

"When..." prompted Major Paul Franks.



"I'll bet a month's wages it's Superman."

"If it is, he's moving something, but what?"

Haynes shrugged. "It's bigger than a 747. Overall shape looks irregular."

"Can we track it back to its origin?"

Haynes typed a command into his keyboard, his fingers moving with practiced precision.
" Assuming it's maintained the same heading, I would hazard a guess that came from
somewhere near Smallville, Kansas. Hey, didn't we track a good size meteorite in that area
about three weeks ago?"

"Check on it," Franks ordered.

Haynes keyed in another command and text rolled down his screen. "We tracked one,
but... that's odd - no 911 report on it, no seismic activity reported. Whatever it was, it either
burned up before hitting the ground or it soft landed."

"Soft landed? Like a space ship?"

The specialist shrugged. "Maybe that's where Superman landed when he came back."

"Keep tracking it. Let me know when it comes to ground."

"We've already lost it," the radar man stated. "Northern Alaska, above the Arctic Circle.
On or near the ice cap."

Franks headed to his office, stopping at the door. "Get me a copy of those scans and
satellite imaging." He closed the door behind him, went to his desk, and picked up the phone.

Unlike what the comic book writers said, he couldn't breathe underwater, but he could
hold his breath a very long time. He had done his best to stay below the radar, but he knew at
least parts of the ship had shown up intermittently on the military scopes. It couldn't be helped.
The ship was too large to fly it underneath trees.

On reaching the edge of the Arctic ice sheet, he dove under it, guiding the crystal ship
toward the deepest part of the northern ocean, where he let it drop into a canyon on the ocean
floor. With any luck at all, sonar would mistake it for an odd rock formation. In a few years, it
would be encrusted with ocean life and indistinguishable from the natural ocean bottom.

Superman broke the ocean's surface and headed for home. He needed to get at least a
little sleep before starting his day.



Three

Superman was taking Saturday off. Metropolis had survived six years without him, it
could survive one day. He hadn't even bothered to put his 'suit' on under his street clothes. In
this weather it would have looked suspicious to be wearing long sleeves, even though the heat
didn't bother him in the least, one of the perks of being a Kryptonian living on Earth. Instead
he had opted for jeans, a dark T-shirt and loafers. The jeans and T-shirt were actually loose on
him. Luckily, that seemed to be the current style. He'd lost more weight than he'd realized
while he was gone.

Jason tugged on his hand and Clark gave his temporary charge a bemused look. Jason
White, Lois Lane's son, was five years old and positively chattering in excitement. Jimmy
Olsen was bouncing around like a teenager, viewing the world through his camera.

Clark still wasn't sure why he'd gotten tapped for this assignment. Oh, Perry had
explained it and it would make a great story if it came together as the Planet's senior editor
expected. Perry had a remarkable nose for a good story, but Clark still had doubts. A more
likely explanation was that Jason's parents wanted some time together and Clark and Jimmy
became the designated sitters, thanks to Jason's great-uncle Perry. Rank doth have its
privileges.

They'd spent the morning at the Metropolis zoo. Jason loved the chimps and gorillas. This
particular enclosure was relatively new. At least Clark hadn't seen it before, so it was less than
six years old. Zoo philosophy was constantly evolving and the gorilla enclosure was now a fair
emulation of a jungle habitat. You had to look carefully to find the inhabitants unless they
were out sunning themselves, or watching the humans. They liked watching humans. It was
great entertainment.

Clark noticed that his favorite old silverback wasn't in the enclosure with the others.

"What happened to Jabbar?" Clark asked one of the zoo employees.

The man straightened up from his sweeping and frowned a moment, leaning on his broom.
"Jabbar? Oh, the old guy. Yeah, he died about five, six years ago. Cancer. Not long after
Superman disappeared, as a matter of fact." The man shook his head in bemusement. "Funny,
some of zoo-keepers used to claim the old guy died of a broken heart. That Superman had
been a friend of his and when Superman left, the spirit just went out of him. Crazy isn't it? A
gorilla missing Superman?"

"Not so crazy," Clark commented wistfully, more to himself than anyone else. "Jabbar
was a pretty bright guy."

Jason looked puzzled. "Mister Clark, did you like Jabbar?"

"Yes, [ did," Clark admitted. "I'm going to miss the old fellow."

Jimmy snapped another photo, this one in Clark's face. "You look like you lost your best
friend," Jimmy observed.

Clark hefted Jason onto his hip. The little boy didn't weigh much, but he was feisty, just
like his mother. Jason squirmed himself into a more comfortable position and accidentally
kicked Clark in the back, right on the scar that Lex Luthor's kryptonite dagger had left. "Ow!
That hurt!" Clark yelped. "I'm not Superman, you know."

Jason looked at him curiously and then started giggling. "Yes, Mister Clark."

Clark gave him a solemn look. "Seriously, Jason. That hurt."

Jason stopped giggling. "Sorry." His expression turned serious. "Does Superman still hurt
where that bad man stabbed him?"

"You'll have to ask Superman," Clark replied, ruffling the boy's hair with his free hand.



He turned to Jimmy. "And you, sir. One more like that in my face, and the Planet's next
headline will read 'Daily Planet reporter breaks staff photographer into small pieces."
Jason giggled. Jimmy feigned alarm, hugging his precious camera to his chest. "How am |
supposed to do a photo essay on you and Jason if I can't take pictures of you and Jason?"
"You'll think of something, just don't do it in my face. Or, at least turn off the flash."

Lois and Richard were having the first Saturday together alone since neither could
remember how long. Probably since Jason was born. Richard White gazed fondly at his fiancée
as they walked through the open-air market set up in the North City Mall parking lot. Lois
normally favored wool or linen suits for work. But today was one of the rare occasions she
chose to wear jeans and sandals. Her ensemble was topped with an 'T Luv Metropolis' t-shirt
that Richard had bought her as a joke. She looked 'cute' and far younger than her age. A
typical suburban mom.

When they first met, Lois was the most hard-headed, single-minded newshound he'd ever
known, besides his Uncle Perry. Then, Jason was born, and the reporter added a new
dimension - working mom. It was a change that he'd watched from its beginnings, but it still
fascinated him. 7 have to be the luckiest man alive.

"Miss Lane, how's Superman doing? Have you heard from him?" shopkeepers and
passersby alike asked when they recognized her. They ignored Richard. She was the celebrity.
She knew Superman.

"He was fine the last time I saw him," Lois told them.

"When you see him again, tell him we were all praying for him, and we're glad he's back."

"I'll let him know when I see him," Lois would promise. "He's very busy, you know."

"They all love him," Richard observed.

"Everybody loves Superman," Lois said with a sigh.

"Not everybody, Lois," Richard reminded her.

"Anybody with a shred of decency in their soul," Her expression turned thoughtful. "He
so 'good'. He has an aura of goodness about him. You felt it."

"Yes," Richard admitted. "I felt it."

"Funny thing, though," Lois continued. "I don't think he's really aware of how he affects
people."

"Are saints aware of how they affect those around them? Would any of them have said
they were doing anything more than their job to spread light and hope in a dark world, just
doing what needed to be done, proving one person could make a difference?"

Lois had stopped listening. She checked her cell phone for missed calls - again.

"Lois, if Clark and Jimmy have any problems, they'll call," Richard assured her once
more.

"I don't know why I let you and Perry talk me into this," Lois complained. "It was a
stupid idea, letting Jason go with them for the day. Neither of them know the first thing about
taking care of kids, especially somebody like Jason."

Richard grinned. Frankly, he was more worried about Clark and Jimmy.

Lunch was at a Rosie's, a Jewish-style deli only few blocks away from the Daily Planet
building. They carried a wheat-free bread that was approved by Jason's mother.

"Sit anywhere," Benny, the owner, greeted them without looking up from his paper. The
deli was empty of customers.



Clark, Jason and Jimmy took a table in the back. After a few moments Benny grabbed
three menus along with three waters. His face lit up when he saw who was sitting there.
"Clark! When did you get back into town?"

"Last week, just before all the commotion with Superman and Luthor. Lot of changes."

Benny nodded agreement. "Want your usual veggie bagel dog and chips?"

"With lemonade, please" Clark confirmed. Some things never changed, thank goodness.

"I'll have the same with a Coors. Only make mine a real bagel dog," Jimmie said.

"And for Master Jason, his usual as well," Benny said with a smile. Jason nodded, a little
glumly, or so it seemed to Clark. No bagel dogs for Jason. He was allergic to wheat, along with
seafood, peanuts, and God only knew what else. Lois had given Clark a long list of what Jason
couldn't have and an equally long list of the boy's medications and when and how to use them.

Benny hurried off to the kitchen.

Clark gave Jimmy a puzzled look. "Drinking on the job again?"

Jimmy started to make a retort but thought better of it. "You weren't such a stick in the
mud last Wednesday."

"That was Wednesday," Clark said. "Don't you want to be a good example for Jason?"

"I figured that was for you, his dad, and Superman," Jimmy told him. "Besides, I'm over
twenty-one. And so long as I don't get behind the wheel, it's all good."

"Life's so hard you have to bury it in a bottle?"

Jimmy studied Clark for a long moment. There was no guile in Clark's face. There never
was. Just an interest in the answers and the people giving them. That was, Jimmy realized,
Clark's secret. People bared their souls to him because he was genuinely interested in what
they had to say.

"It's been a hard six years, CK. For all of us. Did you know I got married?"

Jimmy, married? "No, I didn't."

Jimmy sighed. "Didn't last. She ran off with a policeman while I was embedded with the
troops in Chechnya. A mere photojournalist wasn't good enough for her, I guess."

"I'm sorry," Clark said. He was a war correspondent? I should have read further into the
papers Mom saved for me.

"The chief says my work is 'uneven.' I never know from one day to the next whether or
not it'll be good enough, or if he'll decide he's had enough of me."

"Jimmy, we all have that to worry about. Heck, I'm practically back to square one. He put
me on obit duty, remember? Only got out of that cause Lois smelled a rat in those blackouts,
and I was the only one not doing anything more important. I'm on ninety days probation to
prove to the chief that I haven't lost it. And if he decides I have, if he decides I can't cut it,
there's not a major paper in the country that'll have me."

"You won't have any trouble, CK. You're too good a newsman."

Clark chuckled. "Well, for what it's worth, my mother agrees with you."

Benny came with their drinks and lunches.

"Want to split it?" Jimmy asked with a grin as he started to pour his beer into the tumbler.

"Why not," Clark said. "I'm not driving." Not planning on flying, either.

Jimmy pushed the half full glass toward Clark while he took a swig from the bottle.

"Can | have some?" Jason asked with a cheerful grin.

"No!" Both men said simultaneously.

"Now can we see the crater where Superman landed?" Jason asked, impatient to get



moving after lunch.

"Sure," Clark said. "I wouldn't mind seeing it myself."

Centennial Park was on the other end of New Troy Island, but with the city so quiet, it
wasn't too hard to find a cab.

Clark didn't remember the fall to Earth. He remembered using the last of his strength to
heave the kryptonite/crystal mass away from the planet, watching to make sure it was far
enough out so it wouldn't fall back into Earth's gravity well. Then, there was nothing, really,
until he woke up in a bed at Metropolis General. He was sure he'd heard Lois's voice telling
him about Jason. But then, he also remembered Jonathan Kent, his adopted father, the only
father he'd ever really known, telling him it wasn't his time. He had a destiny to fulfill.
Jonathan Kent had been dead for more than sixteen years.

The shock from the impact had shattered many of the ancient oaks and the impact crater
itself covered nearly a city block and was more than 20 feet deep. Barricades had been placed
around the hole and the most severely damaged trees had already been cut down, but people
were still trying to get close. Hundreds, thousands, of cards, candles, and flowers had been
piled beside the barricade. Several placards reading: "We love you, Superman" were stuck into
the ground beside the pile.

"Was Superman scared?" Jason wondered.

Clark considered the question. "I think he would have been, if he'd been conscious."

"No, I mean when he went to find Lex Luthor."

"Not the first time. Worried, maybe. Angry, certainly, especially about what Luthor did to
you and your mom. But, he didn't know Luthor had kryptonite, then. He didn't know exactly
what sort of horrible things Luthor had done."

A boy, some years older than Jason, was listening. "Superman's not afraid of anything,"
he declared.

"Only a fool isn't afraid when he goes into battle," Clark said. "I guarantee he was afraid
of what would happen if he failed."

"And how do you know that?" the boy demanded.

"I work for the Daily Planet," Clark said with a smile. "Everybody knows Superman and
the Planet go together like Penn and Teller."

"Who are they?" Jason asked.

Clark shook his head. "Never mind."

"Next on the agenda, the Spires Memorial," Jimmy announced. "Should take us about
thirty minutes to walk there."

Covering the ten blocks from Centennial Park to the Spires took much longer than the
anticipated thirty minutes.

The city was in shambles. Many water mains and sewage pipes were still out, as were gas,
power, and phone lines. City utility crews were working round the clock to repair the damage.
Only a fraction of the Metro system was still in service. The utilities could give no estimates as
to when services might be restored. Many residential buildings had been declared
uninhabitable due to damage. Displaced citizens were still being urged to go to the Metrodome
for shelter.

The governor of New Troy state had declared the city a disaster area, but FEMA funds
seemed to be slow in getting to those people most seriously impacted by the disaster - the small
business people whose shops were damaged, in many cases destroyed, by the quake, the



people whose jobs were lost because their employers had closed down, maybe permanently,
the families who had lost loved ones, the families who had lost everything. Superman had
saved many people, but even he couldn't save all of them. He hadn't even bothered to try to
save property. Buildings could be rebuilt. Current death toll topped 300. It could have been so
much worse.

People were out cleaning, fixing what they could. Clark stopped several times to help,
lifting garbage cans into trucks, stapling plastic over broken windows. Clark was tall enough to
reach most of the window casings, but Jimmy thought he saw - no that was too silly to even
think, but a couple times, Jimmy could have sworn Clark's feet actually left the ground.

Finally, Jimmy managed to get Clark and Jason to the Spires. It was like herding cats, or
maybe kindergarteners. Only, one of them was 6'4".

The Spires memorial was built on the remains of the two skyscrapers at the Global
Commerce Center brought down by international terrorists in 2001. Or so the story went. No
group had ever claimed responsibility for the atrocity, although the authorities claimed the
criminals responsible were Middle-Eastern terrorists. So much waste, Clark thought. And for
what, an excuse to go to war? What kind of madmen could do these things to innocent
people? Flying jumbo jets into buildings where there were children and mothers and fathers?
Who? Why?

"CK, are you okay?" Jimmy asked, worry in his voice.

Clark gave Jimmy a puzzled look and realized he had tears on his face. I learned that
from them. He blinked away the moisture from his eyes and wiped away tears with the back of
his free hand.

"Mister Clark?" Jason looked at him, forehead creased in thought. "Do you think
Superman could have stopped it?" His breathing had gotten labored and he took a hit off his
medication. The first time today. His mother would be pleased he'd been managing so well.

"I don't know," Clark admitted. "From what I've read, it happened pretty fast. I don't
know if he could have stopped the first plane. I know he would have done his best to stop the
second one, to save as many people as he could."

"Could he have found the bad people who did it?"

"I don't know that either," Clark said. "I mean, if the police and the FBI and Interpol
couldn't find out who planned it, what chance would Superman have? He doesn't read minds,
you know."

"When it happened, some of us were pretty sure Luthor or some of his cronies were
involved," Jimmy said.

"Wasn't Luthor in jail?"

Jimmy nodded. "There was more evidence for Luthor than for Al Qaeda. But even Lois
couldn't figure out how he could have executed it, or why he would have bothered, so we
shelved it. Funny, though, the Spires came down exactly one year after Superman took care of
the meteor storm and disappeared. Awful big coincidence, if you ask me." Jimmy's expression
turned thoughtful. "Yeah, that was the day we all realized Superman really was gone."

"I'm sorry."

Jimmy gave him a puzzled look. "For what? You weren't the one who attacked the
Spires."

"I wasn't here. I couldn't be here. I couldn't help." He was starting to feel tired, a little
nauseous, and his head was pounding. Kryptonite. There was kryptonite in the site. He



remembered the two buildings, covering conferences there. There was no kryptonite before,
where did it come from?

"CK, you're not looking so good," Jimmy observed.

"Let's get out of here," Clark said, swallowing hard. "I... I think I've had too much sun."
Sweat had started to bead on his forehead. Clark set Jason on his feet and allowed the boy to
lead him away from the site, toward the visitor center. He started to feel better by the time
they reached shade and could sit down, but Jimmy was still watching him worriedly.

"I'll be okay," Clark promised.

Jimmy looked dubious.

"Really, I'm fine."

"Maybe we ought to head over to Lois's," Jimmy suggested, still concerned. "She
promised dinner, remember?"

"Daddy's cooking," Jason promised.

"At least we know we'll get fed something edible," Jimmy said with a little laugh.
"Richard's a really good cook." But he was still watching Clark, worry written across his face.

Straker read through the reports Paul Foster/Franks had faxed him the night before.
Superman, at least Foster's assumption was that it was Superman, had been on the move last
night. He had transported something - probably the spaceship he used to get from Earth to
Krypton and back - to the polar regions.

Straker sifted through the papers on his desk and reread one of them. Smallville, Kansas?
A large meteorite had been tracked coming down near there only three weeks before, but
satellite reconnaissance photos failed to reveal a crater and seismographs at the University of
Kansas had not detected anything of that size impacting the planet. The only other oddity had
been a burned cornfield at the Kent farm.

The Kent farm? Now that was an interesting coincidence. Before Kent's disappearance,
he'd practically been Superman's press agent, along with the Lane woman. Nearly every article
written about Superman's activities in Metropolis was by Lane and Kent. Now Superman's
probable landing site was on the Kent family farm.

Straker picked up his phone and dialed. "Paul, I've got some assignments for you. First,
find out what it was Superman dumped in the Arctic, then check out the Kent farm near
Smallville, Kansas. I think there's a tie-in there."



Four

The TV was on when Lois and Richard entered the house. Lois went to check the family
room while Richard put away the groceries.

Yes, the big screen was on and she recognized the movie that was playing: Superman:
The True Story, an incredibly cheesy docudrama based on her, and Clark's, articles on
Superman.

Lois hated the film. Not only had the writers outright stated that she and Superman had
been lovers, but the woman cast to play Lois Lane looked and sounded nothing like her. The
actor playing Superman had nowhere near the charisma of the real thing. What was even
worse, they had Lex Luthor Aelping Superman defeat the villains, when nothing could ever be
further from the truth. The only good thing about the film was the John Williams score.

Lois came around the sofa to grab the remote control. She could see Jimmy outside on the
deck with his camera, taking pictures of the skyline across the river. She looked over to
Richard's favorite chair and smiled, forgetting the movie for a moment.

Clark was stretched out with Jason tucked protectively under one arm. They were both
sound asleep. Clark's glasses had started to slide down his nose, so Lois gently took them
placed them in the pocket of his shirt. Odd she hadn't noticed before now how much he looked
like... No, that's silly.

Clark moaned softly in his sleep, shifting his body as if in pain. Nightmare?

Jason stirred and opened his eyes.

"Have fun today, monster?" Lois asked softly.

Jason nodded. "We went to the zoo and saw the Spires and the crater where Superman
fell. Clark got sick at the Spires."

At the mention of his name, Clark opened his eyes. His eyes widened in momentary panic
as he realized his glasses were gone.

"They're in your shirt pocket," Lois told him. He hurriedly put them on. He uses them like
a shield, she thought, then mentally shook her head. That's ridiculous. "Richard insisted on
making lasagna, so it's going to be a while till dinner. I was going to use the time to work on my
article," she said aloud.

"Sounds like a plan to me," Clark said, placing Jason on his feet so he could get out of the
chair. He looked a little worried.

"Are you okay?" Lois asked.

"Jimmy's asked that a couple times today already," Clark said, annoyance sharpening his
voice. "I'm fine, maybe a little tired. It's been a busy week."

She patted him on the hand and walked away.

She was gone, mind on her article. That was Lois, always the questions, but she wasn't
always interested in the answers, Clark mused. He found his computer case where he'd left it
that morning when picking Jason up for their outing, pulled out his own laptop and began
outlining his story on the day's adventures in Metropolis.

Lois was already seated at the dining table, working on her article.

...of my heroes, they include my fiancé Richard, and Clark, a friend and colleague.
Richard has always been there when I needed him. He has saved my life and my sanity. Clark
has also saved my life, taking a terrible beating to protect me while we were working on an
assignment in Alaska, and he was the most gentle lover I had ever known.

Lois reread what she had just written and frowned. She started to highlight the last



sentence to delete it when Richard grabbed her hand. "Why erase it?"

"I don't know why I wrote that," Lois admitted. "It's like it happened in a dream. I'm sure
it really happened but the details are gone. Like I recognized the crystals Luthor had. I'd seen
them before, and I knew they belonged to Superman, but I don't know how I know. I don't
remember."

"Maybe Clark knows," Richard suggested.

"You're not upset?" Lois asked.

"Honey, it was how long ago? I knew you'd had other relationships before we met. I
mean, you were pregnant," Richard said. "It's just a little odd to find out now that one of them
was Clark Kent. I'm kind of used to the idea that you and Superman were an item." He turned
and looked over to where Clark and Jimmy were working, hunched over Clark's laptop.

"We weren't an 'item,"" Lois muttered. "I'm not sure what we were."

Clark was explaining something about shock wave propagation to Jimmy. Jimmy was
nodding dutifully, but Richard doubted the younger man understood half of what he was being
told. Funny, but Jimmy had never mentioned that Clark was so scientifically savvy. Jason had
even stopped playing his video game to listen. Clark seemed to realize his explanation had
gone over Jimmy's head and rephrased it, using his hands to illustrate what he was saying.

The oven timer went off in the kitchen. "Ten minutes to dinner," Richard announced.

As if on cue, the doorbell rang and Jason ran to get it. "Uncle Perry!" Jason crowed as
Perry White walked in.

"Am [ in time for dinner?"

"As always, Uncle Perry," Richard called from the kitchen. "How's Aunt Alice?"

"Fine. Still at the flower show. I might see her tomorrow, maybe, if there isn't another
women's club meeting to go to."

Perry walked around the room, peering over Clark's shoulder a moment to read what was
on his computer screen.

Coming Home, Clark had titled it. It was still mostly outline, but Perry could see it had
Clark's usual strong framework. As always, Clark had picked out important, but not necessarily
obvious, points of interest. Changes at the zoo, ethnic restaurants serving newest batch of
immigrants who'd come to the Big Apricot. One thing caught Perry's eye. Clark had written
about how many tall buildings had gone up during his absence. He knew their heights and how
they might affect the wind patterns in the city. An odd thing to see, wind patterns through the
city. It was something a pilot might notice, but everyone knew how much Clark hated to fly.

Clark ended the article with a series of questions addressed to Superman, beginning with
Do you believe in God?'

"Planning to interview Superman?" Perry asked.

"No, sir," Clark replied. "But Jason wants to. These are his questions."

"Think Superman will grant him an interview?"

"Who knows? He just might."

"I do like this second one: "What do you mean by the American Way?' I'd like to know
that myself. The American Way doesn't seem to mean what it used to," Perry said wistfully.
There was a time, not so long ago, that being an American meant something good, something
honorable. Now he wasn't so sure. "Do you think Superman believes in God?"

"Absolutely," Clark answered.

Perry gave him a questioning look. Clark's answer was so definite.

"Chief, there were about eight million people on New Troy Island when Superman fell out



of the sky. An uncontrolled fall at terminal velocity, a two hundred pound meteorite. What are
the odds of hitting in the only place within miles that didn't have any people anywhere near?
The impact crater covers a city block and no one was hurt. If that doesn't indicate the hand of
God, I don't know what does."

Interesting answer, Perry thought as he stepped over to Jimmy. "Get some good shots
today?"

Jimmy grinned at him and showed him a photo on his screen.

"This is very good," Perry said, impressed. It was a medium close up of Clark and Jason.
Clark had Jason in the crook of one arm. The boy's eyes were wide with concern and his hand
was on Clark's shoulder as if to comfort him. But it was Clark's expression that was so
compelling. His head was bowed ever so slightly and there were tears on his face. He looked
as if he'd just discovered all the horror of the world, the tragedy symbolized by what could be
seen in the background - the memorial for those killed in the attack on the Spires - and it made
him heartsick.

"What's your title for it?"

"I'm Sorry."

"Hmm?"

"That's the title: 'I'm Sorry'. It's something CK said while we were there. I've got another
one of them that's almost as good. You know, as much of a goof as CK is sometimes, he makes
a damn good photo subject. And unlike Superman, he's not moving at the speed of light."

Jimmy selected another photo file and opened it. This one had more action. Clark and
Jason again, of course, this time with an old black woman and three boys age five to ten or so.
There was a poster of Superman on the brick wall in the background. The boys were sweeping
glass off the sidewalk. Jason was holding a dustpan for the woman. Clark was caught in the act
of hefting a full garbage can onto his shoulder, moving toward the sanitation truck that was
barely hinted at in the frame. "I'm going to title this one Supermen. And yes, I have the signed
release. The boys were orphaned in the quake and she's their grandmother. They're all living in
a one-bedroom apartment that still doesn't have power back."

"This'll be a perfect lead photo for your article," Perry said, clapping Jimmy on the
shoulder.

"Absolutely, sir."

Richard came out of the kitchen, and went over to where his uncle stood. He looked over
Jimmy's shoulder at the photo on the screen. "You know, people are going to think Clark's
Jason's dad."

"Um, I wouldn't worry about that too much," Clark said without looking up from his own
laptop. "You are Jason's number one hero. Superman is a distant second, and I'm not even on
that list. And as to what other people think - does it really matter? You're his dad. You know it,
he knows it. End of discussion."

Another timer went off. "Dinner is served," Richard announced. "But, house rule number
one people: no computers at the dinner table. That means you Lois, honey."

Lois made a face at him and set her laptop on the side table.

Dinner was two versions of lasagna (one the usual way, with meat and cheese, and the
other with tofu, zucchini, and rice noodles), Caesar salad with homemade dressing, and
grissini. Lois poured chianti into the wine glasses, but stopped before filling Clark's. "Wine?
We forgot to get ginger ale."



"I'll have some wine," Clark said. Lois filled his glass, but gave him a puzzled look as she
then poured a thimbleful of wine into the aperitif glass in front of Jason.

"I thought you didn't drink," Perry said.

"People change," Clark said. "But I, uh, do draw the line at the lighter fluid Jimmy likes.
That stuff is vile."

Richard started serving the lasagna. "I know Uncle Perry and Jimmy want meat. How
about you, Clark?"

"I'll have the vegetarian one, if you don't mind."

Jimmy shook his head. "Not enough protein in there, CK."

"That's not true," Clark and Richard said simultaneously.

"Corn, squash and beans is the standard diet for most of the rest of the world, and
combination creates a complete protein," Richard said. "Americans eat too much red meat."
He sounded as if he'd had this discussion before and was tired of it.

"Corn?" Jimmy asked, with a smirk. "There's no corn in there."

"Corn is a generic term for the primary food grain in a given culture," Clark explained.
"In the U.S. the grain called corn is actually maize, but in other places, it could be rice, or
wheat, or oats, or any other grain, for that matter. Demeter is called the corn goddess, but her
symbol is usually wheat."

"Clark Kent, walking encyclopedia, strikes again," Lois said with a laugh. "He's worse
than you are, Richard. Don't get him started on platypuses, whatever you do."

"What about platypuses?" Jason asked. He started giggling. His laughter was infectious.

"Is it my fault I'm a font of completely useless information?" Clark wondered aloud.

"Not always so useless," Perry observed with a smile.

Dinner was spent talking about little things - office rumors, school, Lois and Richard's
upcoming trip to London to cover the WTA conference. Richard brought out a second bottle
of chianti and refilled everyone's glasses.

A soon as the dinner dishes were cleared, Perry's expression turned serious. "Clark, what
do you remember about a group called SHADO?"

Clark thought for a moment, eyes focusing on some distant point. "Supreme Headquarters
Alien Deterrent Organization, or Defense Organization, depending on the source. Organized in
1970 to combat an anticipated alien invasion of Earth. Body snatchers, that sort of thing.
Major black ops, billion dollar budgets, accountable only to the Security Committee of the
Congress of Nations, and even then, the Committee was kept pretty much in the dark as to
their methods. The organization owned a film studio near London, research firms in the U.S.
and Europe, military bases on every continent, satellite surveillance systems, the works. More
hardware than most countries. There were rumors to the effect that SHADO had tried to build
a base on the Moon in the early eighties or so. They were officially disbanded sometime in late
'97. I'd have to look up the exact date."

"I remember hearing about them," said Richard. "The group's name came up again a
couple years later in regards to high tech arms smuggling. The film studio was implicated, and
they ended up closing down."

"There wasn't enough evidence to get an indictment against the former senior officers,"
Clark added. "But that was before I left. They're not still around, are they?"

"That's what I want you and Richard to find out," Perry said. "We've been getting reports
that extremely high tech weaponry has been finding its way into the hands of Metropolis's
criminal element, specifically armor piercing, high-powered ammunition small enough to be



fired from a concealable weapon."

"Nasty stuff," Jimmy commented. Perry nodded in agreement.

"My contacts in the FBI and ATF believe the operation has all the earmarks of SHADO,"
Perry said. "And since the two of you covered that story six years ago, albeit separately and
from opposite sides of the Atlantic, you should be able to find out what, if anything, SHADO's
been doing the past few years."

"Why were they disbanded in '97?" Jimmy wondered.

"That's the year Superman showed up in Metropolis," Richard said. "The devastating
invasion SHADO was so worried about never happened, or if it did, it was a non-event. Why
bother funding something that has no purpose?"

Clark gave Perry a puzzled look. "I left copies of all my files on SHADO at the Planet
before I left. Everything should be there."

"It should be, except that two days after the Spires came down, the paper's main server
was hacked and all the files on SHADO, Lex Luthor, and a couple North African dictators
were erased. It was very specific. And when we went looking for the hardcopy that should
have been in the basement files, we discovered we'd had a mysterious flood that nobody'd
bothered to report. At least the microfiche copies of the paper weren't damaged." Perry
sounded angry and bitter. "But all the background research, all the files, everything, gone.
Coincidence? I doubt it, especially since IT claimed the backup tapes that went to safe storage
had also been tampered with. Heads rolled on that one. All that's left is what's in your head and
maybe in your files, if you still have them."

"I'm sure I do," Clark said. "Somewhere. I'll look when I get home and I'll get a copy of
the computer files to Richard." He glanced at Richard for confirmation.

Richard nodded. "I'll go through my papers and see what I have. Between the two of us,
we should be able to put together a decent dossier on them. At least something to start from."

"That's what I wanted to hear," Perry said. "But try not to let too many people at the
office know what you're up to. SHADO was dangerous when it was legit. If it's involved in
this, it'll be doubly dangerous now."

"We'll be careful," Richard promised. Clark nodded in agreement as he picked up his
wine glass.

"On a lighter note," Jimmy announced. "CK, you never did get a chance to tell us about
your trip. I really want to hear about that llama rodeo."

Clark emptied his wine glass in a single gulp. He sat back, studied the glass in his hand for
a long moment and sighed. "There are days I really wish I could actually get drunk. I've never
been able to, barely even a buzz. I just get sick instead." He didn't look up from studying the
glass. "The truth is [ never made it to South America, or much of anywhere else."

He finally looked up to see concern in Perry's face. He knew without looking that Jimmy
was confused and Lois... Lois had grabbed her laptop from the side table and was back to
work on her article. She wasn't listening again.

"Lois, you're an award winning writer. You're the top investigative reporter at the Planet,
one of the top five in the country, if not the world," Clark said. He was getting angry and was
frankly beyond caring that he was acting out of character. "Tell me how that can be when you.
Never. Listen!"

Lois finally looked at him, eyes wide in astonishment. The others were watching him in
various degrees of surprise and concern. Jason looked worried and maybe a little afraid. At the
moment, Clark didn't really care. He pushed away from the table and walked over to the



French doors to the deck. He wasn't drunk. He couldn't get drunk if he tried. But all the
frustrations of the past week had just come crashing down on him. For a moment, he
considered leaving, walking out and never coming back. Instead, he stopped at the doors and
stared through the glass at the skyline beyond. He couldn't remember ever being so impotently
furious at anyone. His fists were clenched and he was trying to keep from shaking.

"Clark, I'm sorry," Lois said from just beside him. He hadn't noticed her approach.

She grabbed his arm to lead him back to the table. It was like trying to move a stone
statue. "Come back to the table." No reaction. She took a deep breath and summoned up her
sweet voice, the one she used when Jason was upset or sick, or when she wanted something
out of Perry. "Clark, you said you never made it to South America. What happened?"

He didn't seem to hear her. "I'm sorry. I shouldn't have lost my temper like that. I don't
know why it happened," he said very softly. His shoulders slumped, and his hands relaxed, the
fight gone out of him. He folded his arms across his chest and shivered as if suddenly cold.

"It's okay, Clark," Perry said. "Just tell us what happened."

"I'm not really sure," Clark admitted. "I crossed into China a couple weeks after I left
here. I'd had what I thought was a reliable lead on the student dissident movement in the
northern provinces and on some of the leaders. I couldn't get permission to enter the part of the
country [ wanted to get to, but I figured I could get in, stay low. Be back here in a couple
months, maybe a year at the most. You'd yell at me for being stupid and lying to you and
everything would be back to normal. I was wrong. I was so incredibly wrong."

"Go on," Lois urged.

"I got caught, spent six months in solitary in a Chinese prison."

"CK, if you were in a Chinese prison, who sent all those postcards?" Jimmy asked.

"My mom," Clark answered. "I didn't know she had such a flair for fiction." He smiled
faintly, but there was no humor in it. "She said she had a card from me, asking her to cover for
me until I got back. I never sent that one either. I think she was hoping that if she sent
completely outlandish stories, somebody at the Planet would realize there was something
wrong, get curious, and actually go looking for me. Didn't happen. Not that you would have
found me anyway. I covered my tracks pretty well. Too well, maybe."

"You said you spent six months in prison," Perry reminded him. "What then?" He smelled
a story. He was a newsman. One of the best in the business.

"That's where it goes into the Twilight Zone. After about six months, I was moved to
somewhere in the mountains. I've no idea where. Spent a couple days on a train, was
transferred from one truck to another more times than I could keep track of. Ended up in a
little village. The people there were as much prisoners as I was. I tried to get away a couple
times, but wasn't any use. After a while I stopped trying."

"How did you finally escape?" Lois asked quietly.

"I didn't. They let me go. About six weeks ago, a bunch of men in militia uniforms showed
up. [ don't think I'd ever been so scared in my life. I honestly thought they intended to kill me
and everyone else there. Instead, I was hustled off into one of their trucks, driven to an
airfield and loaded onto a plane to Shanghai. There was no explanation, nothing. They didn't
even bother to tell me to get out and never come back. They didn't talk to me at all." Clark
finally turned around to face Perry and Richard, still seated at the table. Perry looked
thoughtful and a little worried.

"You don't believe me."

"No, that's not it," Perry responded. "I'm wondering who would want to keep you on ice



for so long. And I can only come up with one answer. Lex Luthor. The timing suggests they let
you go not long after he got hold of the Vanderworth fortune. But why bother? Why not just
kill you? And why just you?"

"I can't answer that," Clark said in all sincerity. Of course I can't answer that, because it's
all a fiction. A cover designed to keep my sanity, give me an excuse for all the things |
missed, things I can't lie my way out of since, even in South America, I should have been able
to get the news. I shouldn't have come back. This was a mistake.

"But, what were you doing while you were there?" Richard asked. "I mean you obviously
weren't in the fields, no calluses on your hands."

Clark looked at his hands. Invulnerable skin didn't develop calluses. He gave a sad little
chuckle. "Oh, I worked the fields for a while then I was a teacher. I was only one there with a
formal education of any kind." He shrugged. "The guards didn't really care. I'd stopped causing
them trouble. After a while, it all seemed normal."

Perry and Richard exchanged a worried look and Clark wondered how he'd slipped up
this time.

Perry stood up. "I need to make a phone call," Perry said, looking at Lois. Lois and
Jimmy both looked stricken.

"Not Kraus the Kraut, chief, please," Jimmy pleaded. "She'll have him for breakfast.
There won't be anything left!"

Perry gave Jimmy a sour look and walked out, looking for a quiet place to place his call.

"Kraus the Kraut?" Clark asked after a long moment.

"The Planet has a staff psychiatrist, Doctor Ursula Kraus. Her specialty is post-traumatic
stress," Richard said. "There was quite a bit of it around the office after the Spires came down.
We lost some good people there. It was bad for a while."

"I'm sorry I wasn't here to help."

"Clark, if you had been here, you wouldn't be having issues now," Lois said. There was
an odd tightness in her voice. "You would be dead. You would have been the one covering the
WTA arms control conference that day instead of Margot Tanaka. The only reason I wasn't
there was Jason was sick that morning and Richard was out of town. It was months before I
stopped having nightmares about being in there when that first plane hit."

"I said I was sorry. What more do you want? Blood?" His voice dropped to a whisper.
Lois looked confused. He wasn't making sense.

"Clark, you've changed." Jimmy was openly worried.

"No, I haven't, really, and that's the problem. I've been trapped in a time warp for six
years. [ haven't changed. Everything else has and I seem to be having a little trouble
adjusting." He allowed himself to slide down the wall until he was sitting on the floor, knees
pulled to his chest, a picture of misery.

"Clark, it's okay to need help coping," Lois said softly. She crouched beside him, like she
did with Jason when things had gone wrong at school. "We all need help sometimes. Nobody
can do it alone, not even Superman."

He gave her a startled, almost frightened, look. She ruffled his hair. He brushed her hand
away, then smoothed his hair back down over his forehead.

"Swell. You think I have PTSS, or maybe Stockholm syndrome," Clark stated. "And if I
say I won't go? That I'm all right? That I just need some time?"

"You'll go, son, because I said so." Perry said firmly, walking into the dining room. "Nine
o'clock Monday. Lois, your appointment is at ten."



"Chief, you can't mean it," Lois protested.

"Yes, I can," said Perry. "If our normally mild-mannered rock of Gibraltar there is having
issues, you're not far behind with that Luthor incident and all. And I'm not about to risk losing
the two best investigative reporters in Metropolis to stress problems. You've got too much
work to do."

"Gee, thanks, chief," Clark and Lois both said.

Richard looked outside and realized how late it had become. A nine o'clock curfew was in
place for New Troy Island and it was already past that. "Clark, why don't I drive you home?"

"I can get over to my flat by myself, thank you. It's not that far."

"Clark, Queensland Park is nearly twenty miles from here. The Metro isn't running right
now, there's a curfew, and [ have a car pass," Richard said. "I'm driving you home, end of
discussion."

Paul Foster made two calls from a phone in a neighboring office. It was unlikely anyone
would check the call records from a phone in a double-locked office. No one knew he had
access to that room, or the files in it.

"Peter," Foster began, "Get your crew together. We have a job for you."

Peter Carlin was captain of the last remaining operational Sky-diver, a fantastic
combination of submarine and underwater aircraft carrier. Only the newest generation of
nuclear sub was faster, and none of them was as versatile. One of an original fleet of twelve
twenty-five years before, they'd been forced to cannibalize the rest of the fleet to keep that
one running.

"What and where?" Carlin asked.

"We believe an alien spaceship was dumped north of Alaska."

"Alien?" Carlin repeated. Their aliens hadn't been spotted in over fifteen years. General
consensus within the ranks of SHADO was that their green-skinned horrors had been defeated,
or simply died out when they could no longer raid the Earth for their supplies. Straker was the
only one who really believed they were just biding their time, waiting to attack again.

"Kryptonian."

"We're on it."

The next call was to Gay Ellis, former commander of SHADQO's moonbase.

"I've got a job for you and Mark," Foster announced when a woman answered the phone.

There was a time, not all that long ago, when SHADO ruled the Moon, guarding the Earth
from the feared alien invasion force with space interceptors and armed satellites. Now, the
moonbase belonged to an international mining consortium working hand in hand with the Extra
Planetary Research and Development and the European Space Agency. They had even
commandeered SHADO's fleet of launch vehicles, although EPRAD had soon retired them as
being too costly to maintain.



Five

Queensland Park was the name given to the borough just south of the West River and was
divided into the Newtown, Mount Royal, Pelham, North Bridge and Old City neighborhoods.
Warehouses and light industry were housed near the river, while the residential areas were a
burgeoning stewpot of immigrant communities whose members had come to Metropolis
looking for their piece of the American Dream. Shops with signs printed in Thai shared
frontage with Russian and Ukrainian storefronts. Chinese, Vietnamese, Pakistanis, and Indians
shared space with Greeks and Moroccans. The list was endless.

The Clinton Bridge was down to one lane, but with the curfew, there was no other traffic
except for repair crews and emergency workers. Richard had lived in Metropolis long enough
to know his way around the city and one of his favorite Indian restaurants, was in the Pelham
neighborhood, only a few blocks from Clark's new apartment. They made good time as
Richard wove the gunmetal gray Audi A3 through the dark streets. However, Richard's mind
was less on his driving than on Lois's revelation that she and Clark had a relationship that had
gone beyond the platonic.

"Clark," Richard said finally. "Tell me, how does an ordinary guy compete with
Superman?"

"Hmm?"

"How does a human compete with a god?"

"I'm not sure why you're asking me," Clark replied, giving him a puzzled look. "If you're
worried that Lois still has a thing for Superman..."

"No, no, it's not that," Richard admitted. "I knew that going in. She wrote something
about you in her article that surprised me, that's all."

"About me?" Clark's voice nearly cracked. "What did she say?"

"You took a beating to protect her while out on an assignment. And that you and she had
been lovers."

Richard could almost hear the wheels spinning in Clark's head. "Oh, gee," Clark muttered
after a long moment. "She said that? Oh, wow." Another long pause, then Clark sighed.
"Richard, she has a good life with you. I've seen how she looks at you, the caring, the love.
And if she had ever looked at me that way, even once, I would have moved worlds to stay
with her. But she never did, and I finally realized she never would. I'm glad she found you. I
really am. You're good for her, and Jason's a great kid. But [ swear on my life, if you do
anything to hurt her, I will break you in two."

He's in love with her. After all this time, he's still in love with her. No wonder he's so
torn up. "Clark, I swear I would never do anything to hurt Lois," he said aloud. 4nd I have no
doubt you would break me in two if I did.

"There's my building," Clark said pointing out a five-story warehouse.

The old concrete and brick warehouse had been converted into ground floor retail and
parking, and upstairs apartments for the newest influx of young professionals looking for cheap
rent and proximity to the city in a neighborhood that couldn't quite decide if it wanted to
improve or not. The ground floor housed a 24-hour natural grocery and a Starbucks, while
hookers hung out on the street corner in front of a rundown triple X theater and a transient
hotel. The grocery, the Starbucks and the theater were closed due to lack of electricity.

"There's a garage off the alley. You can park there."

The security gate was open and Richard pulled the car into a parking space in the ground
floor garage.



"There's still no power," Clark observed, unfolding himself from the Audi's passenger
seat. "And I'm on the top floor."

"Well, I guess it's one way to stay in shape," Richard quipped.

"I suppose I can find those files tonight. We can run over to the Planet and copy them."
Clark began to lead the way through nearly pitch black corridors.

"Clark, is there going to be a problem with us working together?" Richard asked. He
heard a sigh.

"No, not from me."

Richard heard Clark's footsteps as he started down the black hallway once more.

"Uh, Clark, it's very dark in here."

"Oh, yeah, sorry," Clark muttered. Richard heard a whooshing sound, like something
moving fast, and a slight breeze, even though there were no windows in the hallway that he
could see. Then a flashlight beam appeared. "Is this better?" Clark asked, holding a Mag-light.
He turned and headed down the corridor to the stairwell.

"I bet you'll be glad when the power comes on, and you can use the elevator," Richard
commented. Even though he was in excellent shape, five flights of stairs in pitch darkness was
a bit much. Oddly, Clark hadn't stumbled once and the man had a reputation for tripping on the
patterns in linoleum.

Richard heard a key turn in a lock, a door open. Clark disappeared into the darkness
beyond, and Richard followed. He was startled when a candle flickered to life in Clark's hand.
Clark used the one candle to light several others on the one low table in the room. In fact, as
Richard looked around he realized the table was the only piece of furniture he could see
besides the tall bookcases that lined two of the walls. The room's high ceiling was shrouded in
darkness, but the night sky could just be seen through the industrial style roof windows. Clark's
apartment looked more like a library than a place to live. He didn't see a bed.

"Where do you sleep?" Richard wondered aloud.

"With everything shut down, I haven't had a chance to get any furniture," Clark
explained. He had pulled several plastic file storage boxes out of the corner and was going
through the first one.

"With all the problems this last week, I'm surprised you found a place at all," Richard
said, taking one of the candles and inspecting the library. Dostoevsky, Chekhov, Tolstoy,
Aristotle, Dante, Sun Tzu, Machiavelli, both in their original languages and translations.
History, literature, science, politics, religion. There was even a copy of Perry White's Reports
from the Ground.

"I was surprised, too. Turns out it's been empty for three years. That serial killer, Cary
Grant Courtner, lived here. Neighbors claim it's haunted, even though he supposedly never
killed anybody here."

"You don't believe in ghosts?"

"Not especially," Clark said.

There were several boxes on the floor, still sealed. "Amazon.com must love you," Richard
commented. "You read Russian?"

"Yeah, some," Clark said. He'd started on the second box of papers. "I have kind of a
knack for languages."

Richard walked around the room. Two walls lined with books. On the third wall hung a
4'x4' framed color photograph of the Earth from space.

"Which one is this?" Richard asked.



"Apollo 17," Clark answered. "Everyone should see the Earth from space. It's so
beautiful, and so fragile. There are no borders, everything's connected, all part of the whole."

"Have you ever seen it from space?"

"Don't be ridiculous." Clark went back to looking through the file boxes. "Found it," he
announced, finally. He sat back on his heels and handed the file to Richard, who sat down at
the table to read the notes by candlelight.

"Damn," Richard said finally. "All this and nobody could get a conviction against these
guys?"

"No physical evidence, nothing to actually tie them into arms smuggling. It's all
circumstantial, supposition. And it doesn't help when key witnesses disappear, or end up in the
hospital with specific amnesia," Clark said. He stopped suddenly, eyes focusing elsewhere, as
if listening to something.

"Clark, what is it?"

"Nothing. Why don't you get that to the office and get copies made." Clark sounded
distracted and worried. He found a manila envelope and stuffed the papers inside. "Put the
originals in Perry's safe when you're done."

"Are you okay?"

"I'm fine, just a little tired. Look, were you planning to come into the office tomorrow?"

"Tomorrow's Sunday. What time were you planning on coming in on your day off?"

"Ninish," Clark said. "Take the Mag-light, you'll need it."

Richard shook his head in bemusement. "I'll see you about nine and we'll get started."

Clark was into his costume and out of the apartment through the roof windows almost
before Richard had closed the door.

The sound he'd heard was a sewer caving in, with workmen now trapped under tons of
rubble. He hoped the delay in getting there wouldn't be fatal.

"Superman!" The backhoe operator called out in relief at seeing the blue and red figure
swooping out of the sky.

"What happened?" Superman asked, surveying the area. The entire roadway had sunk,
canting the backhoe, which looked like it might fall over. The portable generator and
high-power lights weren't fairing much better.

"The whole street gave way. There's two men under there."

"Stand back," Superman ordered. He grabbed a shovel and began digging away at the
debris. He discovered he had to fuse the walls to keep them from collapsing further. Within a
minute, he had reached the two trapped men. The first one was able to climb out of the pit
under his own power. He was scraped and bruised, but otherwise unharmed. But the second -
"We need EMTs and a back board down here," Superman announced. "He has multiple
fractures, including his spine. I don't dare move him." He didn't add that the man was already
in deep shock.

"Emergency services is on its way," the supervisor assured him. Superman could hear the
sirens and judged that the aid car was still minutes away.

"I'll be right back," Superman said and sailed out of sight. Within seconds, he was back
with blankets and a medical oxygen kit. With infinite gentleness, he placed the oxygen mask
over the injured man's face and covered him with the blankets. The first man he'd rescued
climbed back down into the pit.

"Thank you, Superman," he said. "I'll stay with him till the aid car gets here."



"Thank you," Superman said quietly and soared straight up.

He looked down to survey the damaged street. The cave-in extended several blocks
already and was continuing west, threatening the Queensland bridge onramp. He spotted a
gunmetal gray Audi. It slammed on its brakes, and skidded nose first into the cave-in. The car
alarm went off.

Superman came to earth beside the car. "Are you all right?"

"Superman," Richard said, startled. "What's going on?"

"An aftershock caved in the sewers," the man of steel said. "I don't think you'll be driving
home tonight."

"I think you're right," Richard said, pushing the driver's side door open and climbing out
of the car. He surveyed the damage - both front tires were trashed, the frame was probably
bent, and only God knew what shape the suspension was in. The insurance company would
never believe it.

"Want a lift home?"

"You're joking, right?"

Superman chuckled softly. "No joke. This is not the best place to be caught out after
curfew."

"Thanks, I'd appreciate it," Richard said. "But I need to get to the Planet instead." He
indicated the manila folder he was holding. "By the way. I didn't get a chance to introduce
myself the last time we met. I'm Richard White, assistant editor of the Daily Planet."

"Lois's Richard," Superman said. "She told me a little about you, and I put two and two
together in the plane. You're a lucky man. She's an incredible woman."

"I know," Richard said.

"Hold on," Superman instructed, picking Richard up as though he were a child.

Richard barely had time to open his mouth before they were fifty feet above the
pavement. He flung his free arm around the caped shoulders to steady himself. After a
moment, he realized how quiet it was, and how smoothly Superman cut through the air. He felt
like a kid on his first plane ride, exhilarated, a little scared. "A plane comes in a poor second to
this," Richard commented.

"I'm told hang-gliding comes close," Superman said. Richard could hear the smile in his
voice.

They flew over the West River, rising ever higher over the buildings of New Troy. The
Daily Planet was up ahead. The Planet's art-deco globe was still missing, making the
observation deck feel naked, exposed. Superman landed lightly on the deck, setting Richard on
his feet.

"Uh, thanks for the ride," Richard said. Superman started to lift off again. "Superman?"
Superman stopped, turned in midair like a dancer, and settled back down to the deck. "A lot of
people have been letting Lois and me know how glad they are you're back and that you were
in their prayers when you were in the hospital."

Superman smiled, not the famous blazing smile of the Planet's front page photos of years
back, but a shy smile, as if he wasn't sure how to respond. "Thank you," he said finally. "It's
nice to be appreciated. Tell Lois I said hi."

"Will do," Richard said as Superman took to the air once more. "Thanks again."

Richard went inside the building, down to his office, to photocopy the papers Clark had
given him. He called Triple-A about his car. Then he phoned Lois to let her know about the car
and his flight with Superman.



Six

Richard had fallen asleep on the sofa in his office. He woke with a start and checked the
time: 6:30 am. He got up and walked out into the newsroom. It was the usual Sunday crew.
Matt Beatty and Leann Stern both nodded greetings as they finished their articles on the night's
happenings - muggings mostly, a few PTA and scout functions on Saturday evening. Matt and
Leann were among the older staff. Matt was only a few years from retirement.

Clark wasn't a normal member of the Sunday crew, but he was at his desk, head resting
on folded arms, asleep. There was a smoky, chemical smell about him.

Richard gave Matt a questioning look, nodding towards Clark.

"He came in about 4," Matt said quietly, so as not to wake the sleeping man. "Filed a
story on those arson fires last night on the West River, and one on the aftershock that caved in
the sewers over in Queensland Park. Guess Superman had a busy time of it last night, too."

At the mention of Superman, Clark opened his eyes and sat up, blinking like an owl as he
tried to get his bearings.

"Next time, try the sofa in Perry's office," Richard said with a smile. Clark's face was
smudged with soot, as was his shirt. "Uh, Clark, you're supposed to be reporting the fires, not
fighting them, you know."

"You gotta' be where the story is," Clark said. He handed Richard hard copies of the two
stories. Richard quickly scanned the text.

"Any leads on the arsonists?"

"I was asked not to print it yet, but Superman caught two of them in the act. So far, it
looks like they're part of a gang of Toastmaster wannabes. Forensics is going over the burned
buildings now. With any luck, the police will be able to round up the rest of the gang in short
order," said Clark. "They're dangerous and not nearly as smart as the original Toastmaster
gang. That last warehouse, where they were caught, was filled with agrochemicals. Fertilizers,
pesticides, you name it. If it had gone up, it would have been like a bomb going off, and I don't
even want to think about the poison gas it would have made. Why all that stuff was being
stored together is beyond me."

"What about this part about Superman?" Richard asked.

"Your call if you want to print that," Clark said. "I know what I saw. He was tired. It was
an effort to stop that last fire." Okay, so it wasn't strictly true that he saw Superman getting
tired. But he knew what he felt and he knew that the firefighters saw it. He'd seen the concern
in their faces. "1 don't think he's fully recovered from the kryptonite poisoning. Not that that's
going to stop him. He feels responsible for Luthor's getting hold of the advanced tech he used
to cause the quake."

"Leave it in, [ say," Matt said. Richard and Clark both gave the older man a curious look.
"Maybe if people realize Superman is more human than any of us thought, they won't take him
for granted as much. It's just an idea."

"It's a good idea," Richard agreed, looking to Clark for confirmation. Clark simply
shrugged. He looked completely done in. "Clark, why don't you doss down in Perry's office for
a couple hours?"

"Thanks, I think I will," Clark agreed and headed toward the senior editor's office.

"Rich," Matt said. "I don't remember that kid ever looking so tired, even after an
all-nighter. And believe me, he used to pull a lot of them. Him and Lois both."

"We're all getting older," Richard reminded him. Matt was the only one in the newsroom
who ever called him Rich.



"No, it's more than that," Matt said. "He's not well. Hasn't been for the past couple days."

"Maybe he's coming down with something," Richard suggested.

"Clark?" Matt scoffed. "That kid never took a single sick day since he started here.
Constitution of an ox. No, there's something else going on."

Richard sat at his desk going over the papers Clark had given him the night before. The
documents were damning - phone records, copies of checks, bank statements, real estate tax
records, income tax statements from both Great Britain and the U.S., bills of lading, customs
records. Clark had done his homework before taking off to wherever. Pity the evidence he had
accumulated hadn't been quite strong enough to take to court. This Colonel Straker and his
bunch were bad news.

He checked his watch. After ten. Lois and Jason would be at church by now. Richard
picked up the papers, put them back in their envelope and went into Perry's office to wake up
Clark. Clark was already awake, standing at the outside window of Perry's office, staring out at
the skyline.

"Feeling better?"

Clark nodded. "I've been really tired the last couple days, like maybe I'm coming down
with something."

"Maybe you need a day off?"

"I've only been back a week," Clark reminded him.

Richard motioned the other man to follow him to the conference room next door to
Perry's office. The large table would give them room to spread out. Clark set his laptop up on
the desk by the window looking out onto the bullpen and plugged it into the network.

"I found my notes last night, too." Clark said. "I'd almost forgotten what a nasty bunch
they were. They were so fixated on this whole alien invasion idea, they had no qualms about
killing or mind-raping innocent people who simply got in their way. And when their funding
got cut they went rogue, and started arms dealing to fuel their agenda."

"That's what I've heard," Richard said. "And seven years ago, they fixated on taking out
Superman, only he then disappeared for nearly six years."

"They weren't thrilled with me, either," Clark commented. "I was the one who wrote the
initial exposé on them. But after six years, where to begin?" He sat back, staring at the screen
on his laptop for a long moment, then jotted down several names.

"One of us should try to back track any weapons the police may have confiscated. Maybe
Bill Henderson knows something. He's still in Special Investigations, isn't he?"

"As far as [ know. And what should I be doing?" Richard said it jokingly, but Clark
seemed oblivious to the fact he was giving the paper's assistant editor marching orders.

"The International Astrophysical Commission is still around. They used to be in charge of
SHADO's finances. Not a real oversight committee, but they did try. It's just possible someone
there might remember Straker, kept tabs on him. And if we can run him to ground, we'll find
the rest of them."

"Daddy!" Jason came running into the conference room and threw himself at Richard.
Lois followed Jason through the door. She was dressed in a floral sundress and high-heeled
sandals, a far cry from her usual business attire.

"I thought you'd still be at church," Richard said. He gave Lois a kiss.

"Jason got kicked out of Sunday school, again," Lois said with a grimace. "That's the
fourth time in as many months, and I'm getting a little tired of the education minister's holier



than thou attitude when it happens."

"I don't like Mrs. Costerman," Jason complained. "She's creepy."

"Gee, Jason, four times in four months?" Clark asked. "You're working on a record, right?
Which one was it, where is the land of Nod? Or, who did Noah's sons marry? Or what gives
with not knowing pi is more than three?"

Jason giggled. "How did you know?"

"I managed to get kicked out of every Sunday school class in Smallville before I was
eight," Clark said with a grin.

"You're kidding, right?" Lois asked.

"Nope. I had to sit with the grownups during Reverend Wallace's sermons. Long, boring,
painful, sermons. I would have much rather gone to Saint Mary's. Father Patrick's homilies
were so much shorter, and Mrs. O'Hara made the best shortbread cookies in town." There was
a wistful note in his voice. He turned back to Jason "So which one was it?"

"One you wouldn't have come up with when you were his age," Lois said. "They were
doing some sort of demonstration with bent up coat hangers, and Jason told Mrs. Costerman
that Superman could straighten out things faster and better than Jesus could." She turned to
Richard. "I think we may be banned from church, too." Lois flopped into one of chairs at the
table. "By the way, Triple-A called. They've towed the car to the repair shop and we should
know more tomorrow." She looked back at Jason. "I cannot believe you told Mrs. Costerman
that Superman was better than Jesus."

"Superman flies without a plane," Jason insisted. Lois rolled her eyes.

Jason's statement was amusing, in an embarrassing sort of way. Superman had never, ever
claimed to be a deity. Quite the contrary, he abhorred the very idea.

Clark chose to ignore the continuing discussion between Jason and his mother, and started
looking through Richard's notes on the ammunition that had been flooding into Metropolis.
One item caught his eye: The material the police had confiscated in one of their raids had been
taken to STAR Labs for analysis. He opened a browser on his laptop - not the standard one,
but the special one designed by STAR Labs. Jason came over to sit beside him to watch.

"Whatcha doin'?" Jason asked.

Clark raised a hand in warning as he spoke quietly into the computer microphone; "Kal-El
of Krypton." Then: "The quick brown fox jumped over the lazy dog." The browser connected.
Next he inserted the credit card sized security token, read off the series of numbers on the
LCD read-out, keyed in the 20-digit code and followed that with his personal identification
number when the access program asked for it.

The STAR Labs secure access page came onto the screen with a listing of current
projects. He was in. They hadn't changed his access protocols while he was gone. Correction,
Superman's access protocols. He made a mental note to update his laptop and the access
protocols as soon as possible.

He found the lab report on the ammunition. The material analysis seemed fairly normal,
for full-metal jacketed shells. There was one anomaly and that one sent chills down Clark's
spine. The slugs contained more than a trace of transuranic element 126. Kryptonite. The
kryptonite alloy would make the bullets much harder than usual and on impact. They would
have a good chance of actually detonating. This was very very bad. Armor piercing shells out
of a hand gun.

He logged into the STAR Labs internal mail system and typed a quick note to Doctor
Stoner, author of the report. Then he typed one to Doctor Kitty Faulkner.



Behind him Lois and Richard were deep in conversation, voices pitched low to keep from
being overheard. Clark noticed Jason listening to them.

"It's not polite to listen to other people's conversations," Clark told him.

"But they're talking about you," Jason said.

"I know. I can hear them, too."

Jason gave him a confused look.

"It's still not polite."

"When are you going to tell Clark?" Richard had asked Lois.

"Tell him what?"

"About Jason."

Lois sounded upset. "Richard, Clark can't possibly be Jason's biological father. I don't
know how, but on the boat with Luthor, Jason did things, things he shouldn't have been able
to do. Things only Superman could do."

"So you think Superman's Jason's father?"

"I don't know how it happened, but yes."

"Is that true, what your mom said about you doing things on the boat?"

Jason nodded. "And I saw you in the water. I told Mommy and Daddy you were there and
Mommy jumped into the water to get you."

"You saw Superman in the water," Clark corrected absently. "What happened on the
boat?"

"A bad man was hurting Mommy, and so I pushed real hard and the piano fell on him,"
Jason said. Clark gave him a surprised look. Jason was years younger than Clark had been
before his powers began to fully develop. But then, Clark had never had any overwhelming
need to use them, either.

"Why doesn't Mommy see?" Jason asked softly.

"See what, Jason?"

"You."

How much does he know? "People see what they expect to see. Sometimes people get
ideas about other people, and even when it turns out they were wrong, they still can't see the
truth," Clark told him.

"So, what do you want to do?" Richard asked.

"I told him, when I thought he might not make it. I don't know if he heard me."”

"Lois, I love you, and I want to marry you. But, if you want, I can move out, so you...

"Don't be stupid, Richard. I do love you. I do really, truly love you, but..."

"But, you still love him too, don't you?"

"Yes."

"Then what do you want me to do? Do you want me to give you some space or do you
want to break it off? I can stay at Uncle Perry's for a while..."

"Jason," Clark said. "I, uh, think you want to go to your dad's office for a little bit."

"Why?"

"Because I'm betting there's going to be some yelling pretty soon, and it might get a little
scary. Grownups sometimes say things they don't mean when they're mad."

Jason gave him a puzzled look, but left the conference room as asked. He looked back
forlornly as he closed the door on the adults.

Clark took a deep breath and turned to face Lois and Richard. He was shaking inside.
"Lois, Jason has very good hearing, and so do 1. Now, it really doesn't bother me that you don't
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want to think Jason's mine. Frankly, I had assumed he was Richard's, until just now. And that's
fine. You have a good life with Richard and he's done a great job with Jason. I've seen how
you look at each other. I know you love each other. I know he would do anything for you. So,
do everybody here a favor, marry the man, and don't mess it up by trying to make a fantasy
real."

"What fantasy?" Lois asked.

"Superman. Superman is a fantasy, a fiction, a character, 4e's not real," Clark said
earnestly, getting up from the desk to stand beside the table. "You don't know him. You think
you do, but all you know is what he's wanted you to know, and that's very little, really. For all
you know, he could have a wife and three kids out there somewhere."

"That's not true and you know it," Lois stated.

"Do I? Do you? Do you know his favorite movie, his favorite book, his favorite
restaurant, where he was raised, where he goes to church? Does he even go to church? You
don't have those answers. And even if you did, even if he had confided in you that much, think
about it. He can't acknowledge paternity. He doesn't dare admit he fathered a child, much less
that he did and then walked out on you."

"He didn't know."

"I can use that excuse. I'm a not-overly-bright hick from the mid-west. But it doesn't hold
for him. He's Superman. Truth, justice, and all that jazz. He's supposed to know these sorts of
things, like he got a woman knocked up. Maybe the world would forgive him a little slip like
that, but we're also talking about Jason. If anyone got wind that Superman had a special
interest in your son, it would be signing his death warrant. Jason's and yours both. And you
know it. Do you want to risk that? Do you?" Clark asked. His voice was tight, just short of
yelling at her.

Lois looked stricken, as though she couldn't decide whether to cry or come across the
table and slap him. "Why are you doing this?" she asked after a long moment.

Clark's shoulders slumped and he stuck his hands in his pockets to keep them from
shaking. He studied the floor, the toes of his loafers. "I love you, Lois. I have since the first
day I met you, but you've never seen it. Superman was always there, bigger than life, and I'm
just a farm boy from Kansas who happens to be a pretty good reporter. But you and Richard
have something special, and I don't want to see you throw that away trying to create a
relationship with someone that doesn't really exist. Someone who's already broken your heart
once."

She came around the table to face him. He was nearly a head taller than she was and she
had to put her head back to look up at his face, but he wouldn't look at her. "Clark, what really
happened in Alaska? I know you had the crap beat out of you by some thugs, but..."

"We'd picked up a lead in Niagara that led us to Alaska. We were looking into a cover-up
on problems with the oil and natural gas pipelines through the nature preserves. Our cover was
blown and it got ugly. But we managed to get out with our skins and our story. Then we got a
tip that Luthor may have found Superman's place near the Arctic Circle. We were already
close, so we went to see if we could find it. Don't you remember?"

"If I remembered I wouldn't be asking. So we found it?"

Clark nodded.

Lois searched her memories. There were snippets of sights and sounds, a crystal palace,
but nothing made sense. And Clark was there, or was it Superman? How bizarre that she
couldn't tell which one it was.



"I recognized the crystals Luthor had. I knew they belonged to Superman," Lois said. "I
was in the Fortress of Solitude. Luthor found it and stole them."

"Yes."

"What else happened?"

Clark didn't answer for a long time, then: "You took off with Superman for three days.
When you came back, you couldn't stop crying. You wouldn't say what happened, but you
took it hard."

"And so we...?"

"I was convenient," Clark said. "You needed a warm body beside you that night, some
tenderness." It was almost the truth. The timeline was only a little out of synch.

"Why don't I remember it, except in dreams?"

"You were still in bad shape when we got back here. You wouldn't stop crying. Then,
suddenly, you stopped crying, and I was back to being your goofy sidekick again. I never
asked, but I suspect Superman had something to do with it."

"He erased my memory." It was a flat statement. Her expression was bleak.

A cell phone rang. Clark pulled his from his pocket, turning away from Lois. "Clark Kent
speaking... Doctor Stoner, thank you for getting back to me so soon... Would you have some
time later this afternoon to discuss your findings on the ammunition the police found...? Yes,
sir, I understand. I'll let him know if I can, but I can't guarantee anything... Thank you, sir."

Lois was silent a moment, thinking about their previous conversation, then: "Don't tell me
you have an appointment to interview Doctor Eldon Stoner?" she said in disbelief. "The man
never grants interviews. He hates the press."

"Uh, gee, Lois, he seemed like a nice enough guy to me," Clark said. Lois glared at him.
Clark shrugged. "Stoner would rather to talk to Superman. But, with any luck, I'll get to tag
along."

"And you happen to have Superman's cell phone number? Cause if you do, I need to talk
to him."

Clark ignored her remark, checking his watch instead. "If I hurry, I can get changed
before going over there."

"Mister Clark." Clark looked down to see Jason standing beside the table again. When did
he come back in?

"Your face is dirty," Jason told him.

"Thanks, sport," Clark said. He gave Jason a crooked grin as he shut down his laptop. "I
promise I'll get cleaned up first. Oh, Richard, Emil Duvall was the chair of the IAC when
SHADO was decommissioned, and he lived in Metropolis for a while."

"Okay." But Clark was already gone. He's as bad a Lois. Zero to sixty in no time flat.

Lois sighed. "I never realized till now how much Clark resented Superman."

"Honey, Clark just wants what's best for you, for all of us," Richard said, kissing her
forehead. "He's a good man."

"But Jason is Superman's son," Lois said softly. "And I do still love him."

"I know, honey. But, it's been a long time. Does he still love you?"

Lois just looked at him, tears beginning to well in her eyes. "I need to get some air."

Richard watched as she walked out to the elevators, heart sinking as the elevator doors
closed behind her. Then he headed for the elevators, Jason in tow.

He was there, on the observation deck, just as she knew he would be. Tall and perfect.



Then she looked more closely.

"Hello, Lois," he said. His voice was quiet.

"You look tired," she told him.

"I've been very busy," he said. "And you know what they say, no rest for the weary."

"I'm glad you're here," she said. "I need to talk to you."

He didn't say anything, waiting for her to continue. After a long moment, she did.

"Do you remember anything from the hospital?"

He considered her question. "I know you and your son came to visit. You were crying."
He looked into her eyes. "You told me that Jason might be mine."

He remembered.

"Jason did things while we were on Luthor's boat, and then on the plane that I can't
explain, except..."

"Lois," he said gently, cutting her off. "I would be overjoyed if Jason were, in fact, my
son. But I seriously doubt that humans and Kryptonians are genetically compatible."

"He threw a piano across a stateroom. He killed the man who was trying to kill me," Lois
said. "Later, Jason was the one who spotted you in the water. We would never have found you
without him."

Superman bowed his head in thought. "Lois, I've seen human beings do remarkable
things, super-human things, when the need was great and the will strong. Jason strikes me as
having a very strong will. And as to seeing me in the water, children frequently have a visual
acuity that adults can hardly imagine."

"He's only five years old. How could he have done it if...?"

"It was an accident. Boats rock. Maybe all it needed was a /ittle push."

She turned his suggestion over in her mind. She didn't believe the incident with the piano
was an accident, but he seemed so sure it had to be. Why didn't he want to believe her?

"You're positive that you can't be Jason's father?"

"Lois," he said gently, caressing her face. "You have two men who love you more than
life itself, a son who promises to grow into a fine man. Don't throw that away."

"I love you," she said. She had promised herself she wouldn't cry, but she felt tears
running down her cheeks.

"I know," he said. He turned to go.

"Superman?" He stopped and looked back at her. "Clark said you and I spent time
together in Alaska. Why don't [ remember?"

He swallowed hard. "You told me it hurt too much. You were jealous of the world,
knowing what it was you could never have all to yourself. You wanted to forget, to make it so
it never happened, that we were never together." He closed his eyes a moment, and Lois
thought she saw tears. "Good-bye, Lois." He lifted a hand as though to touch her one last time.
Then he was gone.

Richard and Jason stood just out of sight, by the rooftop door, watching.

Jason watched Superman fly away then turned to his dad. "Daddy, why was Mister Clark
acting so weird?"

Richard considered the question, although he was a little puzzled that Jason was worried
about Clark when Superman had just left his mother crying. "I think Mommy and Clark have
some things to work out. We just have to give them some time."

"Is Mister Clark my other daddy?"

"I'm pretty sure he is, Jason," Richard said. "Are you okay with it?"



Jason looked thoughtful then he grinned. "I've got two daddies now, like the other kids at
school. Can I tell them at school?"

"I think you'd better ask Mommy and Clark, first."

Jason peered into Richard's face a long moment. "Daddy, are you okay with it?"

"Yeah," Richard said truthfully. "I think I am. Clark's a good man, even if he has been
acting a little weird. You could do a lot worse for a second daddy."



Seven

STAR Labs was housed in a complex of buildings on the south shore of the West River. A
privately funded think-tank, STAR Labs was internationally renowned for their research
facilities. Chief Administrator Karen (Kitty) Faulkner was in the lobby to greet him as he
landed. She hadn't changed much in six years, still slender, brown hair just beginning to gray.
She was one of a select few who knew who Superman really was. She smiled as she caught
sight of him.

"Welcome back, Kal-El," she said as she handed him his photo ID that would allow him
access to the building. "You have to tell us about your trip to Krypton."

"Not much to tell," Superman told her. "One of Luthor's cronies faked the evidence of
Krypton's survival. It was a dead world, a graveyard without bodies."

"I'm so sorry," Kitty said. "It must have been awful for you. To go so far to find nothing
but death."

"I survived," Superman told her.

"Doctor Stoner is waiting for us in the conference room," she said, leading the way into
the building.

"I read his initial report on the ammunition the police sent over for analysis. Any ideas on
where the materials came from?"

"Unfortunately, yes," she said as they approached the door to the main conference room.
"Stoner is the world's foremost expert on stable transuranics, specifically element 126. He's
been studying ways to use it for energy production. We were more than a little disturbed to
find that someone has been using it to enhance weapons. We still don't know what the effects
of long term exposure to kryptonite might be on humans." She opened the door to the
conference room and ushered Superman inside.

A slender, white haired man in his late sixties was sitting at large central table. His eyes
were hidden behind dark glasses, but the face seemed oddly familiar.

"Eldon Stoner, I'd like you to meet Kal-El of Krypton, also known as Superman," Kitty
said.

Superman stepped forward and held out his right hand, but Stoner ignored it.

"So, you're Metropolis's Kryptonian prodigal son."

"I guess so. I am the only Kryptonian around," Superman said. Stoner's attitude puzzled
him. "I wanted to ask some questions about the kryptonite laced ammunition that's been
coming into Metropolis."

"I've done the analysis, which I'm sure you have a copy, thanks to your Mister Kent." He
practically spat out Kent's name as he glared at Kitty. "Except for the addition of Element 126,
the items appear to be standard military issue ammunition. The 'kryptonite' makes the alloys
9% heavier and 74% harder than standard. As I'm sure you surmised from my report, it also
increases the fragmentation of the slugs. They tend to explode on impact."

"How many metallurgists are there who would be capable of creating this alloy?"

"The initial research? Myself, Ivan Berinov at the University of Moscow, and Janus
Warner at Caltech. However, once the procedures have been developed, any competent
metallurgist able to follow instructions could recreate it." He pulled a small case from his
pocket. "Would you like to see one of the bullets?"

"Eldon, stop it," Kitty ordered. "You are well aware of the effects of kryptonite on
Superman."

Stoner simply looked at her and placed the container back in his pocket. "If you'll excuse



me, I have work to do," he said and walked out of the conference room.

"My apologies, Kal," Kitty said. "He is a brilliant researcher. Been here about five years.
And he's very close to building a prototype energy plant using kryptonite as the power source."

"Where's the kryptonite coming from?"

"Smallville, Kansas. Kryptonite capital of the world, thanks to all the meteorite strikes
near there. We've had teams out for the last five years collecting all the meteorites we can."

"Good thing Luthor didn't know about your collection."

"Our security's better than the Metropolis Museum of Natural History's," she assured him.

"I hope so. You know there's kryptonite at the Spires site?"

She nodded. "Both planes had several pounds of it onboard. We cleaned it up as best as
we could. Went so far as to demand the debris be dumped into the deep ocean due to
biological and heavy metal contaminants. Didn't want to alarm the public, since the attack was
obviously a ploy to get you to react, assuming you were able to do so."

"But how did they get hold of so much of it? And who are they?"

"We think, or at least Professor Crosby and I think, that at least one of the teams we had
in Smallville sent most of their finds somewhere else. By the time we realized it, they'd
covered their tracks. We couldn't prove anything and couldn't trace it."

"Was it Luthor?"

"He is a psychopath," Kitty said. "But it doesn't feel like one of his plots. He denied
having anything to do with it, and you know what a blowhard Luthor was, is. If he'd been
involved, he would have said something. Besides, the break-in at the museum would indicate
he didn't have a supply. "

"What about SHADO?"

She considered his suggestion. "Possibly. But to kill that many people just to get to you,
that's a bit much."

"It was just a thought," Superman admitted. "Kitty, I need a favor."

"Name it."

"Remember those baseline psychological studies we did before I left?"

"Certainly."

"I'd like to retake the tests for comparison."

"Care to tell me why?" Kitty asked with a smile.

Superman looked at her solemnly. "I'm having coping issues. Clark has blown up at Lois
twice in the last two days, in front of other people, including her fiancé. I, 4e, just doesn't do
things like that. People are thinking he's heading for a breakdown, or maybe it's happened
already and they're too worried to say anything for fear of making it worse."

Kitty stared at him a long moment. He could imagine the horrific scenarios running
through her mind. A rogue Kryptonian running riot in the city was a frightening thought, even
for him.

He smiled faintly, to reassure her. "I'm also not healing as well as I should, and I'm getting
tired too quickly. Not good signs," he added.

"I'll have Professor Crosby and Doctor Andrews meet us at the metrics lab. By the way,"
she added, reaching into the copy of her lab coat and pulling out two small devices that
resembled the new flash drives he'd seen at the Planet. "I assume you haven't had time to
replace your old laptop?"

"No, I haven't, but I do need to get a newer one pretty soon."

She dropped the two devices into his hand. "The blue one has the new browser and



security program on it and the red one is your new security token. They should work on your
old machine. And when you do get your new one, remember to bring it in so we can add our
security measures to it."

"Kal-El," Charles Andrews, STAR Lab's prize-winning psychologist and psychometrician,
announced. "According to the retests, you are probably the most psychologically stable
individual on the planet. But..." he paused for effect, "based on other observations, you are in
fact having some stress issues."

"What observations?"

"Normal people under stress, when they're nervous, chew their nails, play with pencils,
smoke, other self-calming things. You levitate. The fact that you don't seem to be aware of it
does cause me some concern."

"I'll try to be more circumspect," Superman promised. "Just out of curiosity, what would
your conclusions be if those test results belonged to a normal human, say a reporter for the
Daily Planet?"

"The assumption being that reporters for the Planet are normal?" Andrews quipped. Kitty
chuckled, but Superman just gave him a curious look. Andrews was not a member of the inner
circle. "Okay, these results would indicate a very serious case of Superman Syndrome. A
pathological need to be of help, to get involved, be a good example to others."

The curious look became open puzzlement.

"Mild cases are no problem," Andrews told him. "In fact, most emergency workers,
policemen, medical workers, have some measure of it. It's when it gets into the serious range
that trouble starts. That's when the inability to live up to their own high standards, the inability
to make the world a measurably better place, takes its toll. There's a high incidence of stress
related illness, depression, even suicide."

"And the recommended treatment?"

"Symptomatic, mostly," Andrews said. "It's actually fairly difficult to treat since you can't
really fault the concepts of helpfulness and high moral and behavioral standards. Generally, we
try to treat the depression and stress issues, with drugs if necessary, talk therapy for suicidal
ideation." A thought occurred to him. "You're not having suicidal thoughts, are you?"

"Well, jumping off a tall building is out of the question, I'd just float there," Superman
said with a faint smile. Andrews frowned in sudden concern.

"No, I have no intention of doing away with myself," Superman assured him with a
chuckle. "Thank you, Doctor."

Kitty nodded a dismissal. "I'll talk to you later," Kitty promised as Andrews left the room,
closing the door behind him.

"Just out of curiosity, what is going on?" Kitty asked as soon as the door closed.

"Just one of those little coping problems," Superman said with a shrug. "An annoyance
more than anything." 7 hope. "But the tests don't explain why I've lost my temper, twice."

"Kal, you said you were having other problems?" Bridgette Crosby asked. Crosby was
one of the world's top bio-radiological researchers. Before he left, she had been looking into
how to protect him from the effects of kryptonite.

"My back should have healed by now, even following kryptonite exposure. And I'm not
recharging as quickly as normal, or as completely as normal. People have noticed it,
commented on it. It's probably in today's Planet."

Bridgette was a large woman, with a round friendly face surrounded by curly brown hair.



She stepped over to where he was seated, placing a fist under his chin to raise his head, peering
intently into his eyes. "Have you been exposed to kryptonite since the hospital?"

"At the Spires, yesterday afternoon. I was able to get out of range, and I was fine. At least
as fine as I have been the last couple days."

Bridgette beckoned to Kitty. The other woman stepped closer, bending to peer into his
eyes. She glanced at Bridgette. "Sub-clinical chronic exposure?"

"That would be my guess," Bridgette agreed.

"Residue from the Spires?"

"Possibly."

Superman brushed Bridgette's hand away. "Would you mind letting me in on this?"

"Kal, your eyes have turned the prettiest shade of turquoise."

His eyes widened as he realized what she was saying. "There's enough kryptonite in the
dust in Metropolis to poison me, without me realizing it?"

"That's my guess. It'd build up in your tissues, like a heavy metal. Cause only minor
symptoms, like tiredness, weakness, until it reaches critical, then wham, full blown poisoning
and you'd be dead before you realized it. I'm betting one of the symptoms we've never noticed
is emotional lability. It was probably masked by the physical symptoms."

"So, what do I do?"

"Stay away from Lois Lane?" Bridgette suggested.

"Not helpful."

"Leave town until you've healed up and recharged. | would hazard a guess that the low
level of poisoning is what's keeping your body from regenerating normally."

"At a guess, how high is this dust likely to be?"

"The dust from the Spires went all the way into the upper atmosphere, but by now most of
it has settled out, so I'd say a couple miles away from New Troy you should be able to
minimize your exposure," Bridgette said.

"There is also an option here, if there's a need," Kitty said. "We've just completed the
work on the new medical suite, and haven't had time to let the city know otherwise it would
have been the preferred option when you 'fell', instead of Metropolis General."

"And that 187"

Kitty smiled and took his hand, leading him out of the conference room and down a
corridor, deeper into the building. She stopped at a security door and keyed in a combination.
The door swung open to reveal a small chamber with three inner doors, one straight ahead and
one to either side - an airlock, of sorts. Kitty opened the door that was straight ahead and
ushered Superman inside.

"This is a self-contained surgery and ICU. The air both in and out is scrubbed and filtered
down to the sub-micron level. We have full spectrum lighting, including total control of the UV
and infrared frequencies. We can duplicate the light spectrum and atmospheres of other
planets in here, if necessary. It's also lead shielded and EM shielded."

"It looks more like it came out of Andromeda Strain," he commented. He nodded to the
isolation suits hanging on rails in front of openings in the walls and the glass enclosed booth of
medical instrumentation.

"That was based on real research. We can adjust the lighting to any intensity as well. How
do you feel now?"

He thought for a moment. "Better."

"I thought you might," Kitty said. "Lead shielding and full spectrum lighting. Your natural



invulnerability makes it almost impossible for us to treat you medically. That was one of the
problems they had over at Metropolis General. They couldn't even get a good x-ray off of you.
Here, we can shift the light spectrum from Sol normal to something closer to red giant, like
Krypton's sun before it died."

"I should become human, at least close."

"And we know how to medically treat humans, so long as you don't mind the drums and
rattles."

Superman smiled, but there was worry in his eyes.

"That was a joke," she assured him.

He grinned. "Thanks," and headed out.

"Don't be a stranger, Kal," she called after him.



Eight

Lex Luthor railed at the indignity of being placed in a cell like a common criminal. The
Cuban authorities were having none of it. Didn't they realize who they had? The man who
nearly destroyed the U.S. east coast. The man who nearly killed Superman? The greatest
criminal genius of this or any other century?

Luthor and Kitty Kowalski had been picked up off their tiny island by a fishing boat three
days before, hungry and dehydrated. Despite Luthor's promises of riches, the fishermen took
the two fugitives back to Havana, where the government, instead of rewarding him for
crippling a major U.S. city, threw him in prison cell and notified the U.S. State Department of
his capture.

The news hit the wire services late morning. Castro's government was willing to turn
Luthor over to the U.S. in exchange for opening trade negotiations with Washington.

Lois read the bulletin as soon as it came in. She dialed Clark's cell phone. "They've found
Luthor and his woman friend!" she announced as soon as he picked up.

"Where?" Clark demanded. Lois was surprised at his abrupt tone, but then Clark had
been surprising her a lot the last few days.

"Havana, Cuba. They're being held at the Clovedeo prison complex. How'd the interview
go?"

"Fine. I'll tell you about it later. Did he have anything with him when he was found? Did
he have the crystals from the fortress?"

"There's nothing in the bulletin about it. Maybe they're just not saying, or he may have
hidden them somewhere," Lois suggested. "Or he may have lost them while escaping from
New Krypton."

"Well, there's no way of knowing without talking to him."

Alarms went off in Lois's head. "Clark Kent, you are not heading off to Cuba to interview
Lex Luthor. Not without me."

"I have no intention of going to Cuba, Lois," Clark assured her. "Besides, isn't it still
illegal? But I'm betting Superman will be there shortly. And he has a serious bone to pick with
that bastard."

"Clark, are you okay? I've never heard you like this, and after this morning..."

"I'm okay, really. And I'm really sorry about blowing up at you. I don't know what
happened. But just knowing what the misuse of Kryptonian technology did, having those
crystals missing, scares the hell out of me."

"Scares the hell out of all of us," Lois admitted.

"Lois, I need to be someplace. I'll see you later."

"Uh, Clark, what about that interview with Eldon Stoner?" Lois asked.

"Lois, goodbye."

Just above the Daily Planet, Superman turned off Clark Kent's cell phone and tucked it
into his belt at the small of his back where it would be hidden by his cape.

Superman landed just outside the prison where Lois had said Luthor was being held.
Armed guards came out, stopping short when they recognized him.

"Sefior Superman," Captain Gregorio Mendez called. In an instant, Superman's mind
clicked over into Spanish. It was a faculty STAR Labs had not been able to fully explain, but
Superman suspected was another bit of Jor-El's training to help him survive on Earth. He only



needed a few phrases of spoken language to begin understanding it. A day's exposure and he
could hold a conversation. Three days of full submersion and he was talking like a native.

"What are you doing in Cuba?" Captain Mendez asked, leading the way into the building's
office.

Superman noted the security cameras that were in place as he followed Mendez.
"Looking for some items that were stolen from me by Lex Luthor. A set of crystals about 25
centimeters long."

"He had nothing like that with him when he was turned over to us," Mendez assured him.
"When the fishermen were interrogated, they did not mention finding any crystals."

"May I to speak to him?"

Mendez was dismayed. "But, he's not here. A man from your State Department came with
papers from the president's office, releasing him into their custody."

"Did you get his name?"

"Fletcher. Adam Fletcher"

"How long ago did they leave?"

"Less than an half an hour ago. Fletcher said they were flying him straight to Metropolis."

"I see," Superman commented, mostly to himself, then to Mendez: "I assume you
confirmed the orders with the president's office."

"Of course."

"May I have a copy of the papers you were given?"

"Certainly, Sefior Superman." Mendez gave orders to one of the guards to photocopy the
papers and give them to their visitor.

"And if it's not too much trouble, may I see the playback from your security cameras
covering the transfer?"

"Of course."

Mendez opened the door to a nearby room where several uniformed men were watching a
wall filled with video surveillance monitors. "We have the most up-to-date security system
available," Mendez boasted.

"I'm sure it is. Could you replay the recording?"

Within minutes, the recording appeared on a desktop monitor. Luthor looked tired, angry,
dressed in prison overalls, but it was the other man, Fletcher, that sent chills down Superman's
spine. He was older than Superman remembered, a heavyset man with graying hair and a hint
of an Australian accent. The man's real name, at least the name that came up in his research,
was Alec Freeman and he was a senior operative of SHADO. Former RAF officer, Freeman
had been seconded to SHADO at its founding and was one of the lead suspects in both the
arms dealing and a series of murders that seemed designed to cover up SHADO's continued
existence.

"May I have a copy of that as well?" Superman asked. Mendez nodded yes. "The woman,
Katherine Kowalski, did they take her, too?"

"No, sir. She's still here. Would you like to speak to her?"

"Yes, please."

Mendez led the way to a small isolated cell toward the back of the building. Kitty
Kowalski sat huddled in one corner. She looked exhausted, worn out, and far older than her
twenty-five years.

"Sefior Luthor kept threatening to kill her," Mendez explained. "So we felt she would be
safer here."



"Miss Kowalski?" Superman said.

Kitty looked up and after a long moment, the identity of the person standing beyond the
bars registered on her mind. "Superman?" She struggled to her feet. "Are you here to get me
out? Please, take me away from here."

"Miss Kowalski, where are the crystals Luthor stole from me?"

"Crystals?"

"Yes, the ones you and Luthor took from the Arctic and used to create that abomination
he was going to use to destroy billions of people."

"I left them there," Kitty said.

"Where?"

She looked up at him, confused. "On Lex's new continent. I dropped them there." They're
still on New Krypton. They may as well be on Krypton itself, for all I can do about it.

"Why?"

She studied his face, looking for some clue as to what he was after. "I didn't want Lex to
use them again."

"What happened to the other men who were with you?"

"Dead. The whole place started falling apart and some of the big pillars fell on them. Are
you going to get me out of here?"

"Miss Kowalski, please tell me why I should?"

She looked confused. "You're Superman. You help people. That's what you do."

"You stood there and did nothing while Luthor and his men tried to beat me to death and
when Luthor stabbed me in the back. You did nothing when Luthor attempted to murder an
innocent woman and a five year-old child. You did nothing when Luthor tried to destroy the
planet and billions of people... Please, tell me again why I should help you get out of here?"

Kitty just looked at him.

He turned on his heel and walked out.

As soon as he and Mendez were out of earshot. "Captain, if it's possible, could you move
her to somewhere more congenial?"

"Superman, I heard what you said to her," Mendez said. "Considering what she did, what
kind of woman she is, why would you help her?"

"It's what I do," Superman said with a smile. "Thank you very much for your help,
Captain."

Mendez watched in awe as Superman started to fly away, then stopped in mid air, turning
to look back at the Cuban officer. "Captain, you wouldn't happen to know which landing strip
they used when taking Luthor away?"

"There's a military strip about five kilometers north of here," Mendez told him. "I believe
that's where they went."

Superman nodded thanks and then sped away five kilometers north.

The airstrip was lightly manned. The guard told him a Cessna Citation III, with USAF
markings had taken off only half an hour before. Superman headed ten miles up and north to
search for the plane with Luthor on it. There was no sign of it.

Colonel Alec Freeman of SHADO, alias Adam Fletcher, AKA too many other names to
mention, picked up the radio-phone in the control cabin of the Citation III. After several
satellite re-routings and encryption protocols, he heard the other end of the line pick up.

"We have the package," he announced.



"Any problems I should know about?"

"Smooth as glass. We'll be taking off again in a few minutes and we'll be in Metropolis in
about 4 hours."

"Check in as soon as you land. I'll have our people meet you."

"Yes, sir."

"Oh, good job, Alec."

"Thanks," Freeman said as he rung off.

The man known as Eldon Stoner hung up the private phone in his office at STAR labs.
His ice blue eyes glittered in anticipation. The Kryptonian technology was almost in his grasp,
and as soon as it was, Superman would be nothing more than a bad memory.

Back in Metropolis, Clark walked into the bullpen at the Daily Planet. Richard was still in
the conference room. He didn't see Lois. Jason was curled up a corner, reading a book.

"Richard, has anything come over the wire about Luthor being transferred to U.S. custody
already?"

Richard looked up at him. "No, why?"

"Because Luthor was flown out of Havana about forty-five minutes ago on a jet with
USAF markings, supposedly by a member of the U.S. State Department by the name of Adam
Fletcher."

"How do you know that?"

"Superman," Clark said. He pulled out the CD Mendez had made and handed it to
Richard. "This is a copy of the security record at the prison Luthor was being held at."

Richard placed the CD in the conference room computer and opened the video file.

"Ohmygod, it can't be. Please tell me this is a fake," Richard murmured, watching the
video.

"It isn't."

"That's Alec Freeman, isn't it?"

"We'll need to verify it biometrically, but yeah, that's Colonel Alec Freeman," Clark
agreed. "SHADO is now in league with Lex Luthor. God only knows what they're up to. And
to make matters worse, Superman tried to track down their plane, only it's disappeared, with
Freeman and Luthor on board. That particular model has a maximum cruising speed of about
470 mph, and they took off about half an hour before Superman got there. Since I've no reason
the believe SHADO has Star Trek cloaking technology, that puts them touching down less than
200 miles from Havana, probably somewhere in Florida."

Richard started sorting through the pile of notes on the conference table. "I saw a list of
installations SHADO operated in the eighties somewhere here." After a moment: "Here it is."
He read through the list. "They had a supply base in the Florida Keys, a hundred miles from
Havana."

"From there they could go anywhere in the country," Clark said.

"You're forgetting about Homeland Security," Lois said as she walked into the room.

Clark gave her a puzzled look.

"Clark, you came back into this country from Shanghai, or wherever, and you didn't
notice all the increased security at the airports? They do body cavity searches on suspicious
people, for cryin' out loud. Nothing gets through by air without the TSA knowing about it,
except maybe Superman."

"Not even military jets?" Clark wondered. "According to the guards at the airstrip, the



plane had U.S. Air Force markings when it left Cuba."

"And how do you know that?" Lois asked.

"I told you, Superman was looking for Luthor. Luthor was in Havana."

"So Superman went to Havana," Lois completed for him. "And he just gave you this
evidence?"

"In trade for any information we come up with that might lead him to Luthor and the
missing crystals," Clark explained. "According to Katherine Kowalski, the crystals were left on
New Krypton when she and Luthor escaped."

"And you believe her?"

"I don't know," Clark admitted. "If she is telling the truth, it means the crystals are gone.
There's no safe way I can think of for Superman to retrieve them. And if she's lying, I don't
even want to think about the consequences. Especially since Luthor is now in the hands of
SHADO. And I can't think of a worse combination right now, can you?"

Lois just glared at him.

"Uh, Lois," Richard interrupted before Lois could start up again. After nearly six years,
he recognized the warning signs of Lois on empty. Clark didn't stand a chance, and if he
really was stressed to the breaking point... "Have you had anything to eat today?"

Lois gave him a blank look.

"Thought so," Richard commented. "I'm positive he hasn't eaten at all today either. You
know, it's a wonder that the two of you didn't starve to death when you were working together.
I've never met two people who are less in tune with their bodies than the two of you. You don't
remember to eat and he's worse than you are. He forgets to eat and sleep."

"I think I was in charge of feeding Lois back then," Clark said with a sheepish grin. "I
kind of figured that was your job now."

"But who's in charge of you?" Richard shook his head with a grin and started putting the
papers on the table into file folders so he could put them into Perry's office safe. "We can get a
fresh start on this tomorrow," he said. "It's time for lunch, or for the two of you, breakfast.
Then home." He stabbed a finger in Clark's direction. "You need some time off. I don't want to
see you in here until after your appointment with Kraus."

Clark started to respond but Richard cut him off. "No 'buts'. By the way, I found Emil
Duvall and a couple former members of the IAC. Duvall's in a nursing home, but I have an
appointment to go out and talk to him tomorrow morning."

"I was trying to forget about Kraus," Clark said. "If you don't mind, I'm just going to head
home, try to get some sleep." He turned to pack up his laptop.

"Clark, tomorrow we need to sit down and talk, the four of us," Lois said. She glanced
meaningfully at Jason, sitting in the corner.

"Sure, but I'm okay with whatever you decide. I mean... " his voice faltered. He wasn't
really sure what he meant. "Tomorrow."

"See ya' tomorrow, Unca' Clark," Jason said with a big grin.

"See ya' tomorrow, sport," Clark said, finally leaving for the day.

Lois turned to Richard. "Why do I think Jason's already decided for us?"

"Ya' think?"

Clark did not go to his apartment immediately. Instead, he flew high above the city,
listening, watching. SHADO and Luthor were on the move. He knew it, even though he had
absolutely no proof of anything. It simply made sense.



The sunlight was stronger at this height. It bathed him with healing energy and he started
to feel stronger, better, than he had since leaving Smallville. The ache in his back finally
receded to an unpleasant memory and soon, even the scar would be gone - he hoped.
Recovering from kryptonite poisoning was unpredictable at best, and this was the first time
he'd actually been cut by the mineral. It was just possible it would never completely heal. He
didn't want to think about that.

He rode the air currents, dozing off and on for several hours, thinking, dreaming. Before,
he'd only needed an hour or so of sleep a night, mostly for dreaming. Since the stabbing, he'd
been needing far more than that.

It felt good to be away from other people's needs for a while. Then there was the stab of
guilt at putting his own needs above those of the planet he'd pledged to protect so long ago.
But if I don't take care of myself, how can I help anyone else?

Night was falling over Metropolis. There was the rumbling of a quake near Coast City.
The epicenter was inland - no tsunami threat. An earthen dam in Thailand was threatening to
breach, an apartment fire in Moscow, a wild fire in Oregon that was threatening a housing
development. Why did they insist on building so close to dangerous places? Ten muggings, a
lost child, and a bank robbery. All in all, a quiet day on Planet Earth.

Evening mass was just getting over at Sacred Heart Church in Metropolis, one of the
oldest churches in the city. He landed softly behind the church and changed into his street
clothes. The sign board next to one of the winged lions that guarded the entrance of the granite
Romanesque church indicated Father Daniel Leone was still rector. Clark waited in the
shadows until the church was empty then walked across the street to the rectory, a brownstone
that dated back to the early parts of the last century. Lights still shown through the main floor
windows as he climbed the short flight of steps to the door.

At his knock, a young man opened the door, peering up at Clark incuriously. "Can I help
you?"

"Is Father Daniel around? I'm Clark Kent."

The young man ushered Clark into a side parlor and disappeared. Clark looked around the
room. Little had changed over the years. The sofa had been replaced and there was a new rug
under the coffee table. He stood a moment, reflecting. He'd met Father Daniel, how long ago?
Nine years or so, not long after Superman made his first famous appearance in Metropolis,
when he rescued Lois Lane and the Daily Planet news copter.

There'd been an explosion and fire in a child care center. Superman hadn't been able to
get there in time and a dozen small children had died horribly. The emergency workers at the
site had assured him at the time that he had done all that could have been done. He hadn't been
convinced, and he'd had no one to talk to, no one he trusted besides Mom, and he knew this
was one discussion he did not want to share with her. So many tiny bodies, and for what? So a
disgruntled non-custodial parent could collect insurance and get revenge on his ex?

He'd frightened Father Daniel half out of his wits when he showed up in the middle of the
empty church one evening after mass as Superman, wanting, needing, to talk, to confess that
he wasn't sure he was up to the task he'd chosen to accept. He hadn't known, could not have
known, that Daniel had his own demons, cancer being one of them. But their talk had helped
and Clark had found someone he could trust, someone he could talk to, someone who
understood, at least a little bit, the burden of knowing how much pain and need there was in
the world.

After a few months Clark Kent the reporter actually started attending services



occasionally and discovered he found comfort in both the ceremony and the community.

A tall slender man with the face of a boxer and close-cropped hair walked in. Father
Daniel was far thinner, and grayer than Clark remembered. The past six years had not been
kind to the older man.

"Clark, I was wondering when you'd wander in," Daniel said with a wide grin. "I saw your
byline in the Planet."

"It's been busy, what with Luthor and all," Clark explained.

"Want some coffee?" Daniel asked, beckoning Clark to follow him back to the kitchen.

"Sure."

The kitchen was large, with a breakfast table at one end. Coffee was brewing, and Clark
scanned the cabinets to find coffee cups. Finding them, he pulled out two mugs.

"So, what has been happening? I read Miss Lane's article on Superman," Daniel finally
said as Clark poured coffee and brought both mugs to the table. He remembered that Daniel
liked his coffee black.

"Where to begin? My mom is moving to Montana with her boyfriend. I found out my
girlfriend was pregnant and didn't tell me before I left, assuming she knew, so she now has a
son and has found a man to take care of her and her son. I don't have a place in her life any
more, really. And please don't give me the 'responsibility’ lecture. My mom's beat you to it."

"I wouldn't dream of giving you that lecture," Daniel said, stifling a grin. "But I really
want to meet your mother one of these days... So, what else?"

"Oh, I got stabbed in the back last week and I should be dead. I really, really want to pop
Luthor's head off his body, and my boss thinks I'm suffering from post traumatic stress."

"Are you?"

"By all rights I probably should be," Clark said, sipping his coffee. "But no, I don't think
so, at least, not as bad as it would be if..."

"So what's the problem then?"

"I'm not sure. Maybe I just need a reality check. I almost decided to not come back, not
put the suit back on. Just go to work everyday, and not worry about the rest of the world."

"Couldn't do it, could you?"

Clark shook his head. "No. I heard a cry for help, and I had to respond. There was no
choice. My personal trinity: 'Save me..."" He didn't voice the final word: Superman.

"There's always a choice," Daniel corrected. "No one forced you to take up that mantle
again."

"And if [ hadn't, there wouldn't be a Metropolis standing here, billions of people would be
dead."

"It's not easy having a vocation like that," Daniel commented. He recognized the
conversation. It had been on ongoing theme in their talks long before Clark disappeared to find
Krypton.

"In Florida, when it was all over and everybody was safe on the ground and the people in
the stands started cheering, it felt so good and I realized how much I had missed that."

"Being worshiped?"

Clark was horrified. "No, of course not. But it does feel nice to be recognized,
appreciated, even if [ don't necessarily deserve anything. I mean police, and firemen... every
time they get a call, they're on the firing line. Me, there's not a lot that can hurt me. I certainly
don't deserve to be called a hero, and definitely not a savior."

"Clark, I read the Planet. You nearly died."



"My own fault. I went into the situation without looking. It was a stupid mistake. I've
been making a lot of those recently. When I left, I never considered how hard it would be to
come back. I tell people I haven't changed, the world's changed but not me, but I'm lying. I've
forgotten how to fit in. I've forgotten how to be 'Clark'."

"Coming home is always hard. And it's even harder when you discover your vocation
might not be all it's cracked up to be. But you'd go ahead, even without recognition, wouldn't
you?"

"Probably... yes. I forgot how good you are at reading minds," Clark mused.

"Just expressions and body language," Daniel corrected with a smile. "You have a calling,
and I think you'd've made a good priest."

"I'm too flighty," Clark made a swooshing gesture with his hand. "Besides, my calling
seems to be as a journalist. Truth and Justice. You can't have one without the other. And the
power of the press is a remarkable thing. They say one person can't change the world, but one
person with a printing press..." Clark stopped. He'd started preaching and Daniel was giving
him a bemused look.

"Thanks, Daniel," Clark said, getting up and placing the two coffee mugs in the sink. "Is
there anything I can do for you?"

"Pray for an old sinner?"

"So long as you'll pray for a not so old one."

"Always, Clark. You're always in my prayers, and have been since we met."

"Thank you."



Nine

It was early when Richard walked onto the newsroom floor, but Perry was already in his
office, hard at work reviewing the previous night's events.

Richard knocked on the glass door to his uncle's office. "Uncle Perry, got a couple
minutes?"

"Sure, shoot."

"What were Lois and Clark like together before he left?"

Perry gave him a surprised look, then sat back to think. "They were the best investigative
team the Planet's ever had. And that's saying something. Between the two of them, they pulled
in more Kerth Awards in three years than any two reporters in the city, ever. Pulitzer
nominations, too. And before they were both thirty."

"But why did you even team them up?"

"Clark was probably the most brilliant writer I'd ever met. Still is. Sees angles and
possibilities in the most innocuous things. Mad Dog Lane needed an anchor, a steadying hand.
And Clark... he needed someone to keep him alive while he learned his way around the city,
and my first choice was Lois. Have you read the first article he ever wrote for us?"

"A fluff piece on the closing of a theater."

Perry nodded. "I'd assigned that to Lois and she wouldn't do it. Couldn't do it. Clark
wasn't even on the payroll and brought it in. And I bet it was a single draft, too. But, look at
him, he's so shy most of the time, he trips over his own tongue, not to mention his shoelaces. I
don't know how many times the barracudas around here stole his work and put their name on it
without him saying a word about it, because it would mean being noticed. But together, they
were magic. And as an added bonus, Superman latched onto the two of them as his press
contacts."

"So, what happened? Why did he leave?"

"I don't know," Perry admitted. "I spent two hours trying to find out, trying to talk him
out of it. I even offered him the job of assistant editor. He wouldn't budge. He kept giving me
some nonsense excuse about needing to 'find himself,' but even before that, there was
something wrong."

"When they came back from that assignment in Alaska?"

"Richard, I never assigned them to anything in Alaska. They were supposed to be to
looking into a honeymoon resort scam at Niagara Falls. They faxed in their story, said they
were taking a few days off. Next thing I know, Clark is calling in a story from Anchorage,
about problems with the pipeline. They used to do things like that, start on one story and segue
into something completely different. I lost count of how many times I wanted to fire them
both, or tan their hides, and then they'd come in with a great story. An award winning story.
More than a little nerve wracking, but that was when they got some of their best stuff.

"When they got back, Lois was in a shambles, didn't have a clue about what Clark called
in even though he shared the byline with her, and Clark was moping around here like a
whipped puppy. A week later, he was gone without saying a single word to Lois or Jimmy, his
two closest friends. As near as I can tell, I was the only one he talked to about leaving aside
from, maybe, his mother." Perry gave Richard an appraising look. "Why?"

Richard thought a long moment, considering whether or not he'd be betraying a
confidence. But Lois had started putting it in her article. It would be public knowledge soon
enough. "Lois finally admitted she and Clark became lovers while in Alaska. Clark is Jason's
biological father."



"Great Caesar's ghost," Perry muttered. "Why didn't she ever say anything?"

"Superman. Apparently, she was on the rebound from a close encounter with 4im when it
happened and then he did something to her memories to ease her out of it. I guess she couldn't
handle whatever had happened between them. Clark got lost in the shuffle."

"And how do you know?"

"Don't tell Lois, but I was on the roof yesterday when Superman finally admitted it to her.
And you don't want to mention Aim to her for a while. He all but told her to get on with her
life."

"Dear lord. How did she take it?"

"I'm not sure. Disappointed that he wasn't Jason's father, I think. She wouldn't talk to me
about it."

"And how are you doing?"

"I've known all along Jason wasn't mine. Lois was pregnant when we started dating,"
Richard said. "I admit I was surprised to find out the one man she never talked about, her
partner for three years, was the father of her child. Although it kind of makes sense, in
retrospect. He ran out on her."

"Clark would never have done that if he'd known."

"I know, but I'm not sure Lois does," Richard said. "Clark practically ordered her to set a
date to marry me."

"Typical Clark, putting everyone else ahead of himself. He'd probably volunteer to stand
up as best man for you, so long as it made Lois happy. Am I going to have a problem with the
two of them?"

"I honestly don't know, Uncle Perry," Richard admitted. "Right now, they both need a
baby sitter and I think I've been elected."

Perry chuckled. "Welcome to the club, my boy."

Richard checked his watch. "I have to get going. By the way, I told Clark not to show his
face here until after his appointment with Kraus."

Oak Crest Convalescent Center was in the suburbs south of the city, beyond Queensland
Park. Richard parked his rental car in one of the visitor's slots and crossed the manicured lawn
to the main entrance of the low brick building.

Entering the building, he noted the smell of antiseptic, old cologne and stale urine. God 1
hate these places. An older woman with magenta hair was seated behind a sliding window near
the main door. Richard stepped over to the window.

"Good morning," he greeted. The woman looked up at him with overly made up eyes. Her
name tag read Molly Smits. "I'm Richard White with the Daily Planet. I have an appointment
with one of your residents, Emil Duvall."

The woman looked confused. "I'm sorry, but Mister Duvall died last night."

Richard's journalist instincts kicked into overtime. "What was the cause?"

The woman shrugged. "Old age, I guess. You just missed them taking away the body."

"Where was it going?"

"Lothian Mortuary over on Carver," Molly said.

"Is there anyone here I can talk to about him?"

Molly shook her head. "Doctor Wilson is out for the rest of the day. But Mister Duvall
did have visitors last night." She batted her eyes at him.

"Do you know who they were?"



She shrugged. "Some old friends, I guess. They should have signed the guest register."

Richard leaned his elbows on the counter and put on his most beguiling smile. "And may I
see the guest register?"

She pulled out a guest book and opened it on the counter. He flipped through to the most
recent entries. He didn't recognize any names, but some research was in order.

"May I borrow this until tomorrow? I promise I'll bring it back."

She made a show of considering his request. "I really shouldn't," she drawled. "But seeing
as you're from the Daily Planet...Can you get me Superman's autograph?"

"I'll see what I can do," Richard promised and turned to go.

"Oh, yeah, I have a package here, for the Planet," she said. She reached under the desk
and pulled out a manila envelope. As she had said, it was addressed to the Daily Planet.

Richard took it and thanked her again. He went back to the rental and opened the
envelope. The papers inside were covered in spidery handwriting, which Richard assumed to
be Duvall's. The notes were about SHADO, specifically, the whereabouts of mid and upper
level SHADO officers. Richard noted that there was nothing on Ed Straker, Alec Freeman,
Paul Foster or Virginia Lake.

He locked the papers and the guest register in his briefcase and headed back to the Daily
Planet.

It was promising to be a beautiful day and Clark had decided to walk to work. He had
plenty of time and he liked walking. It helped him feel more 'connected', more normal. And
'normal’ was what he needed today.

The traffic across the Clinton Bridge was usually slow this time of day due to the morning
rush hour. But today, it was at a stand-still. He looked ahead to see a semi-tractor-trailer
jack-knifed across the north end of the bridge. There didn't seem to be any injuries or any
actual danger from the situation. Just severe annoyance for those unlucky enough to be driving
northbound on the bridge right now. Nothing for Superman to be concerned about. Funny, but
he thought there was a rule against big rigs being on the bridges during rush hour.

The WGBS news chopper was overhead, and a news van plastered with the WGBS logo
was parked in the southbound lane at the end of the bridge, close to the semi.

Mark Hadwyn and his cameraman, Pat Morris, were taping the scene when Clark walked
up to them, avoiding the eye of the camera. Mark caught sight of Clark and gestured to the
cameraman to stop recording. "Clark? Clark Kent! When did you get back?"

"Last week," Clark said.

"Well, you chose a great time to show up." Mark grinned. "I see Perry took you back."

"Only because Norm Parker died and left an open desk."

"Well, if you ever get tired of Perry yelling at you, and playing second fiddle to Mad Dog
Lane, come talk to me. Jolene would love to have you on our news team." He was referring to
Jolene Baker, the producer of the WGBS evening news. Clark had met her once, not long
before he'd left. She'd actually made him an offer, but he'd turned it down. He'd already made
his plans and they didn't include being a talking head on the TV news.

Clark heard a faint 'pop' from somewhere overhead. He scanned the area of the upper
bridge rigging and spotted a shooter hiding in one of the bridge towers. A second 'pop' and he
plotted the trajectory almost instantaneously. "Down!" Clark grabbed Mark and the
cameraman and pulled them to the ground. There was a small explosion as the shell hit the
van.



"Clark, what's going on?"

"There's a shooter up there." Clark nodded toward the tower.

"I don't see anybody," Mark complained.

"Well something put a hole in your van," Clark pointed to a ragged fist-sized hole in the
metal at nearly the same level Mark's head had been only seconds earlier. Mark gestured to the
cameraman to start recording again.

Clark dialed 9-1-1 and spoke quickly and quietly to the operator.

"Where is he, Clark?" Mark demanded.

"Northeast tower, near the top," Clark said, speaking into the cell phone as well.

Pat pointed his camera upwards and zoomed in on the tower. "I see him. Can't ID the
weapon, though."

More shots and Pat was down. Clark grabbed the cameraman and pulled him to the far
side of the WGBS van as Mark followed. People in the nearby cars were starting to realize
what was happening. Several of them bolted from their vehicles and were cut down by gunfire.
Clark focused on heartbeats and found none. It seemed the shooter was a marksman and was
shooting to kill as many people as possible. Clark concentrated on Pat, pressing his
handkerchief over the wound in the cameraman's leg. At least the bullet hadn't exploded but
had passed all the way through Pat's thigh. Mark grabbed the camera to keep shooting.

Four cars back on the inside northbound lane, Richard White listened to the radio reports
on what was happening around him. From where he sat, he could see Clark and the WGBS
newsman. Odd that Clark was hanging out with the TV people, then maybe not so odd.
Hadwyn had started out at the Daily Planet before going to WGBS.

Richard got out of the car, keeping low and close to the cars as he headed for the news
van.

On the far side of the jack-knifed semi, the police had arrived and the S W.A.T. team
began to deploy. One of the officers, a middle aged, dark haired woman with olive skin
wearing a flak jacket with S.C.U. stenciled across the back, ran over to crouch down beside
Clark. The woman beckoned to another member of her team who came running over as
Richard ducked under the rail that divided the north and southbound lanes and ran to the van.
The policeman pushed Clark's hand aside and began treating Pat's wounds.

Clark turned to Richard first. "What are you doing here?"

"I should ask the same of you," Richard said. "I see you didn't make your appointment."

"Uh, nope. Something came up."

The policewoman looked from Clark to Richard and back again. "Okay, Kent, what's
going on here?"

"Oh, hello Lupe," Clark recognized her and noted the change in rank on her nametag.
"Captain... Let's see, there's a shooter on the northeast tower, we have one wounded and five
dead at last count, and..." A sound from the shooter caught his attention and he stopped to
listen. The shooter was speaking into a cell phone.

"Worked like a charm. We're all set. Everything's in place.”

"Earth to Clark Kent," Lupe Teresa Leocadio-Escudero said, waving a hand in front of
his face. "And what?"

Clark blinked and focused on her. "And that truck was jack-knifed to set this all up, so
there'd be hostages on the bridge."

"And how do you know that?" Lupe asked.

"Because..." His cell phone rang and he flipped it open. He noted the incoming phone



number and didn't recognize it. "Kent speaking."

"Mister Kent. I know you used to be one of Superman's contacts. I assume that is still the
case?"

"Possibly, why?"

"I want you to get a message to Superman. If he is not on this bridge within thirty
minutes, I will destroy it. Any attempt to evacuate the bridge, I will detonate the bombs."

"And what do you want with Superman?"

"Let's just say you're going to get one hell of a story out of this."

Clark flipped his phone shut. "That was the shooter." He looked between Lupe and
Richard. "He wants Superman here within thirty minutes, otherwise he's going to blow up the
bridge. If there is any attempt to evacuate the bridge, he'll detonate the bombs."

"Why call you?" Mark asked.

"I used to be pretty good at getting messages to him," Clark said.

"How?" Richard demanded.

"He's tuned into his friends, or at least, people he's dealt with a lot," Clark explained.
"Lois was one, I was another, so was Jimmy Olsen." He looked over at Lupe. "If they want
Superman here, that means something's going down somewhere else, and this is a diversion."

"Or it's a trap for the big guy." Lupe keyed her radio and passed the information along to
her team.'

"Or both," Richard added.

"Can you get in touch with him?" Mark asked.

Clark shrugged. "Um, I guess it depends on if he can get away from whatever he's doing
right now." He surveyed the situation. The WGBS news chopper was still hovering over the
bridge and had been joined by a police chopper. Mark, Richard and Lupe were all watching
him, waiting for him to 'call' and there was a S.W.A.T. team only fifty feet away. It was going
to be difficult, if not impossible, to find a secluded place for Superman to make his
appearance.

He checked his phone again and recalled the shooter's number. He showed it to Lupe.
"Can you find anything with this?"

"I'm sure I can," Lupe said, noting down the number. "I'll get back to you." With that, she
headed back to the Special Crimes Unit support van and the SW.A.T. team.

That left Richard and Mark and any civilians that might be watching. He noted that Mark
was still holding the video camera and recording. He considered his options as he unfolded
himself to stand beside the van. "Save me, Superman," he said aloud - the call they were
waiting for him to make, not that it would make any difference at the moment. He scanned the
area with x-ray vision and spotted the explosive devices. The trailer was loaded with enough
explosive to take out this entire end of the bridge, as well as the on and off ramps. There were
two under the tower the shooter was on. Did the shooter know it was a suicide assignment?
Two more under the center span. Luckily the other towers were clear.

Clark moved away from the van, closer to the semi, ducking under the trailer to get out of
sight of Richard and Mark, even momentarily. A quick look around, then he blurred his way to
the far guard rail, then over it to dive under the roadway, switching to his costume as he went.

Out of sight, under the bridge, one by one, faster than the human eye could see, he froze
the explosives with his breath and grabbed them off the towers. Reaching the edge of the
southbound lane, he sped upwards, checking the skies above, then tossed the explosive packs
into the sky. Less than a thousand feet up, the explosives detonated, shattering windows in



nearby buildings. Heat vision took care of the falling glass, turning it to ash before it hit the
ground as he dove toward the trailer. He lifted it without any apparent effort away from the
bridge and into the sky. He was peripherally aware of the WGBS cameras on him, aware the
news chopper was attempting to follow. A burst of speed and the cameras and helicopters
were far behind. He looked around for a safe place to drop his burden. The areas around the
city had built up since he'd been gone. There was no longer any place close where he could
leave dangerous cargo.

He headed out to sea instead, dropping the trailer and its contents into the ocean just off
the continental shelf. Lupe is going to be so pissed at me for destroying evidence.

Back to the shooter on the bridge with only minutes to spare. "You asked for me?" He
hovered fifty feet away from the tower, over the river.

"You think you're clever, don't you?" the shooter said. He was a dark skinned man of
about twenty-five with a mid-Atlantic accent that was clearer now than it had been on the
phone.

"Why are you doing this?"

"To get you right here," the shooter said. He raised his rifle and pulled off a shot.
Superman twisted away, feeling a slight twinge as the bullet passed him. Kryptonite.

A quick blast of heat vision melted the rifle barrel. The shooter threw the gun away and it
dropped into the water. He reached into his jacket.

A quick check with x-ray vision confirmed the man was wearing a vest filled with
explosives. The one bomb he hadn't caught. Almost without thinking, Superman grabbed the
man, dangling him above the river as he worked at super speed to get the C4 filled vest off the
killer. He wasn't fast enough.

The blast knocked him backward, into the tower. He was covered in blood and ichor,
none of it his.

He considered diving into the river to get the blood off and decided against it, heading
instead for Lupe and the Special Crimes Unit van.

Captain Leocadio stepped out of the van. "What the hell happened?”

"It was a suicide mission," Superman explained. There was a haunted look in his eyes.
"He set off the last bomb and I couldn't stop it."

"I'm not surprised. They had it all planned out," Lupe said. She recognized the look in his
eyes, she'd seen it often enough in her own people following fatal incident. There was always
the sense that something else might have worked, might have saved that life, if only they'd had
more time, more foresight. There was never enough time, and even Superman can't be in more
than one place at a time.

"I know you did what you could. I assume none of this blood is yours."

He nodded.

She beckoned another officer to her side. "Get samples. Maybe we can get some DNA for
identification." She turned back to Superman as the officer grabbed latex gloves and started
scraping blood and tissue off his suit. "Where did you dump the trailer?"

"In the ocean, about fifty miles out," he said. She glared at him, as he knew she would. "I
can retrieve it, if you'd like."

"The detonator or the controller would be nice," she told him. "Then we might be able to
track down the maker."

He waited for the officer to finish collecting samples, then rose from the pavement. "I'll
be back."



A few moments later, Clark Kent walked up to Lupe and handed her what looked like a
small aluminum box with an LCD readout on one end and thick wires hanging out of the other
end. "Complements of Superman, Captain," he said.

"And where is he?"

"Around."

"Well, you tell him next time you see him that I want to talk to him," Lupe said.
"Destroying evidence is not good."

"Uh, letting bombs go off is even worse, I would think," Clark said. "But I'll let him know
when I see him."

"By the way, you were right. This was a diversion," Lupe said. "The main branch of
Mazik Diamond Exchange was hit about the same time Superman showed up here. They were
after that big shipment."

"How much did they get?"

Lupe shrugged. "You know I shouldn't tell you, but it's in the tens of millions. All uncut
gems."

"Lupe, keep me posted, please. You know I won't print any details about the investigation
until you give the go ahead, but I'd like to be in the loop on this one," Clark said. "I don't like
the fact that they used me as part of their set up."

"You need to give a statement," Lupe reminded him. "Come down to the station later and
we'll see what we've got."

It took another half hour to clear the traffic snarl from the bridge. The outside lanes
would be blocked for some time as forensics teams collected evidence and the medical
examiner removed the bodies. This afternoon and evening, five families would learn the tragic
news of their losses.

As Clark walked back to the WGBS van, Richard trotted up to him and grabbed his arm.
"Perry is going to kill us both if we don't get this story into the next edition." He peered into
the other man's face. Clark was pale, and there was haunted look in his eyes. "Are you okay?"

"Five, six people dead so Superman would be distracted," Clark said almost too softly for
Richard to hear. "I almost wish..." His voice trailed off and he seemed to shake himself into the
here-and-now. "Hell of a way to get another Superman exclusive, having a human bomb go off
over your head."

"How close were you?"

Clark just shook his head.

Richard led the way to the rental car. The traffic was just beginning to move as they got
to the car. The Planet was only five minutes away.

On the far side of the SWAT team van, Jimmy Olsen lowered his camera and unscrewed
the telephoto lens, placing the valuable accessory into its foam slot in his camera case. He'd
gotten some great shots of Superman and the bomber, Superman covered in the bomber's blood
speaking with the female police captain, Clark Kent speaking with the same female captain.
Jimmy knew his job was secure for at least a few more days.



Ten

Perry White read the multi-page report from Doctor Ursula Kraus one more time. Severe
case of Superman syndrome. Signs of acute depression, emotional lability, suicidal as well as
violent ideation against co-workers. The woman was describing someone well on their way to
going postal. He flipped to the last page. Recommendations: immediate suspension from all
work related activities, observation in the psych ward at Metropolis General, symptomatic
drug therapy. This is bull. She's talking about Clark Kent, for Pete's sake. What the devil did
he say to her to for her to write an evaluation like this? And how was she able to get it typed
so fast?

Richard parked the rental car in his space in the Planet's parking garage, then grabbed his
briefcase from the floor of the back seat. Clark climbed out of the passenger side and followed
him.

"Emil Duvall is dead, by the way," Richard said as they entered the Daily Planet building
through the garage entrance. "Died last night. Natural causes, supposedly."

"You suspect differently?" Clark asked, following Richard to the elevators.

"He had visitors just before it happened, and he left a package of papers for me,
addressed to the Daily Planet. What does that tell you?"

"He probably knew he was going to die and wanted to make sure the information made it
to someone who could use it," Clark reasoned. "Who were the visitors?"

"Good question," Richard said. "But they supposedly signed the guest register and, guess
what? I have it."

"Aren't assistant editors supposed to be above theft or have you been around Lois for way
too long?"

Richard grinned. "Didn't have to steal it. But I did promise to bring the lady who let me
take it, an autograph from Superman when I bring it back."

Clark gave him a sidelong glance as the elevator doors opened into the chaos of the
bullpen. "I wasn't aware Superman was handing out autographs."

"We'll think of something," Richard promised.

Clark hurried to his desk shaking his head as Richard headed to his own office.

Perry beckoned to Richard from his office door and Richard veered to enter the senior
editor's office.

"Close the door and read this," Perry ordered, handing Richard the report.

Richard read the printed pages. "This is a sick joke. Clark never made it to his
appointment with Kraus."

"You're positive?"

"Uncle Perry, Clark was with me on the Clinton Bridge during that siege. He's over there
writing the story right now. He was standing right under Superman and the sniper when the last
bomb went off."

"He was with you the entire time?" Perry asked.

"He was out of my sight for ten minutes at most, and that was when he was with the
S.C.U. team and getting the interview with Superman. There is no way on Earth Kraus could
have seen him to make that evaluation. And the statements she's making are completely
ludicrous. He's about as suicidal as I am."

Perry went to his office door and opened it, beckoning to Jimmy Olsen. The young man



looked confused as he came closer.

"Olsen, ask Kent to come to my office, and keep it low key," Perry ordered, keeping his
voice low.

"Sure, chief." Jimmy trotted obediently to the far end of the bullpen, to Clark's desk.
Perry watched him lean over and speak quietly to the other man. Clark's head came up and he
looked over to where Perry was standing, He looked faintly worried as he followed Jimmy to
the senior editor's office.

"You wanted to see me, chief?" Clark asked, entering the office.

Perry nodded. "Close the door."

The worry in Clark's eyes deepened as he did as he was told.

"I got Doctor Kraus's evaluation of you a little bit ago," Perry began.

Clark's expression turned to wide-eyed confusion. "But I... [ haven't seen her yet."

"So I've been told," Perry stated. "Which makes this a very interesting document." He
handed the report to Clark, who visibly paled as he read it.

"She wants me committed?" Clark nearly squeaked. His breathing was ragged and he was
trembling. "Please tell me you don't believe any of this."

"Of course not," Perry assured him. He's scared out of his mind. "Relax, son. Nothing's
going to happen."

He watched as Clark attempted get control of his breathing. He hugged his arms around
himself to try to stop shaking.

"It must have been pretty bad out there this morning," Perry said finally.

"It was," Clark admitted. He was starting to calm down, but he was still pale. "I'll be okay.
I've seen worse. At least there weren't any children involved this time." He paused. "I need to
finish that story if I'm to make the deadline."

"I know how fast you type," Perry said. "You'll get it in on time. The question is what do
we do about this report?"

"What can we do?" Richard asked.

They were interrupted by Lois slamming open the office door. "How dare you!" she
screamed, launching herself in Clark's direction. Clark backed away as she raised her hand to
hit him. Just as her hand made contact with his cheek he fell back - and hit the newly glazed
glass wall behind him. The glass shattered as he hit the floor.

She was still screaming as Richard grabbed her, pulling her away from her victim. She
struggled against Richard's arms clasped around her arms and chest, finally subsiding into sobs,
repeating, "How could you?"

Clark managed to sit up, rubbing the back of his head. He was surrounded by beads of
tempered glass.

"What is going on? What do you think he's done?" Perry demanded.

"He told Kraus..."

"Kraus?" Richard interrupted her. "Lois, Clark hasn't seen Kraus yet."

Lois looked back at Richard, then over to Perry for confirmation. The older man nodded.
"Clark came in with Richard less than ten minutes ago. Whatever Kraus told you was a lie."

"But she knew everything that happened yesterday," Lois said. "Everything we talked
about in the conference room. Things I said on the roof to..." She took a shaky breath and
pulled herself out of Richard's arms. He let his hands drop, but stayed close to her.

"She said you were going to sue for custody." Her voice was shaking. "She said awful
things, saying it was what you'd told her. I lost it, I simply lost it. I will not lose Jason, not to



you, not to anybody. Do you hear me?"

Clark had that deer-in-the-headlights look again and Perry had a suspicion that if he
hadn't been sitting on the floor, he would have bolted. Instead, Clark just hugged his knees to
his chest.

There was a commotion near the elevators as several men in blue security uniforms
crossed the elevator lobby into the newsroom. They had guns drawn. The noise level in the
newsroom dropped to near silence as conversations died and people froze in place.

"The bitch called security," Richard muttered.

"Who?" Lois wondered.

"Kraus," Perry said, watching the security team move down the center aisle of the bullpen
toward his office. "She set the two of you up."

"Why?" Clark asked quietly, starting to get to his feet.

Perry motioned for him to stay down and he settled back onto the floor. "That is the
sixty-four thousand dollar question," Perry said in answer to Clark's question. "Why indeed."

The senior security man, Arthur Klimas stopped several feet from the open door. Perry
and Richard both noted that Klimas had his pistol pointed in Clark's direction.

"Mister White, are you all right?" Klimas stepped closer to Clark. Clark winced, as if in
pain.

"I was fine until you barged in here playing bad cop," Perry grated. "And I will thank you
to get the hell out of my office and my newsroom."

"We had a report of a possible hostage situation," Klimas said. "We were told Mister
Kent was armed and making threats."

"The only threats around here are the ones you're making and the only arms are the ones
you bozos are carrying," Lois spat. "Clark couldn't fire a gun if his life depended on it."

Perry caught the flicker of annoyance that crossed Clark's face before the reporter's
expression resolved into watchful, if pained, neutrality, narrowed eyes focused on the security
team. His body had gone absolutely still, almost inhumanly so. Perry wondered if he was even
breathing.

He glanced at Lois. Her hands were bunched into fists and if Klimas had any sense, he
would back off. Mad Dog Lane was ready to attack. It was one thing for Lois to attack Clark,
but no one else had ever been allowed that privilege, not while she was around. Perry was
heartened by Lois's about face when given new information. She was nothing if not adaptable.

"Who broke the glass?" Klimas demanded.

"It was an accident," Clark said, very quietly. "I tripped. In case you hadn't heard, I'm a
world class klutz."

"My instructions also include escorting you out of the building," Klimas said.

"To a psych ward at Met General? No thanks."

"We know what Kraus wrote," Richard grated. "We also know it's complete bunk. And if
you or any of your men so much as lay a hand on him, not only will you be out of a job, but so
help me, I'll have you arrested for assault."

"You can't give me orders, White."

"But I can," Perry said. "Get off this floor, and take your goon squad with you."

"I have my orders."

"Get. Off. My. Floor." Perry hissed. "Kent is a member of my staff. He is my
responsibility. Now get out!"

He watched Klimas and his men head back to the elevators before reaching down and



helping Clark to his feet. "Are you okay? You hit that wall pretty hard."

"Lucky for me I've got a hard head," Clark muttered, rubbing the back of his head again.
"Thanks, guys. I'd rather not end up in a psych ward. By the way Lois, I do know how to use a
gun. Remember? You made me take shooting lessons, so I wouldn't hurt myself. And I went
through the MPD course." Clark's tone was halfway between annoyance and amusement.

"I figured it was better Klimas didn't know about that," Lois said. "He was itching to
shoot you."

"I know," Clark said. "He also had..." He sighed. Clark isn't supposed to know that
Kilmas had kryptonite. "How did Kraus know what went on in the conference room
yesterday? Unless the room's bugged?" I didn't think to check.

"And in that case, who, and why?" Lois added thoughtfully. She looked over at Clark.
"I'm sorry. I should have known she was lyin