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CHAPTER ONE:
PROLOGUE

From space it is almost beautiful to behold. Flares of emerald light
shooting up from the surface of the dying world like geysers, cov-
ering the world in elaborate spider web patterns of unwholesome
glowing death that stand in stark contrast to the light of the dis-
tant and dying crimson star that still bathes the planet in its dim
radiance.
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miss the object hurtling up into the black reaches of space from
the surface, so insignificant it seems by comparison. One speck
lost amidst the detritus of ages being lofted into the void by the
g 2 NI R Q&roeR %et, il ikweré to be seen by watchful eyes,
those who had noticed it would do everything in their power to
destroy it. For within that object, that ship, resides the hopes and
dreams of the world dying beneath it.

With a final titanic spasm the lumbering behemoth that was once
a living world surrenders to the cancer and internal pressures that
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vision of Judgment Day it is consumed in a brilliant flash of eme-
rald light that for a brief moment outshines the very star that
birthed it. A tidal wave of debris hurls outward on the crest of the
blast wave, quickly overtaking the fleeing vessel.

Try as it might to maneuver, the ship is tossed on the tidal wave of
destruction and battered by fragments of debris. Just as it seems it
will not survive, the ship releases a smaller vessel from its bow. A
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gines flare to life and it seems to streak forward and vanish in a
flash of light carrying fragments of the dead world with it.

As the blast wave passes, the damaged ship struggles to right it-
self and parts of it break away until all that remains is another
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small vessel much like the one it had just released. This second
& K A lnifhas st&t to flare, but then sputter out, leaving the
second smaller vessel to drift along the path of the first into the icy
depths of space.
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There are many worlds in the universe that are more spectacular
than the one near which the first ship appeared in a flash of light,
but this beautiful blue-white sphere bathed in the light of a bril-
liant yellow sun was blessed with that rarest of gifts; Life. Sweep-
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leaving a contrail of flame behind it.
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All of this is somehow quite familiar, but the cold voice which
seems to come from the very depths of space is not.

“THE DAY IS AT HAND. TODAY, SON OF KRYPTON, YOU MEET YOUR DESTINY.”

* % %

“Mr. Kent?” ~ =
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Clark bolted at the sound of his name.

A daydream, that was all, he told himself. Nerves more likely.

He turned his attention to the secretary who had called his name.
She was about a decade his senior and fairly attractive with red-
dish hair and grey-green eyes hidden behind a pair of gold-
rimmed glasses.
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desk. “l was a little distracted.”

“That’s quite alright,” Abby said, “l was just saying that Mr. White
will see you now.”
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“Oh, uh, thanks,” Clark said as he somewhat awkwardly got to his
feet. At twenty-five, Clark Kent was an impressive figure despite
the awkwardness. He was well over six feet tall with a handsome
face, raven hair and blue-green eyes. Today he was decked out in
a gray blazer, matching slacks and a dark cranberry tie, which he
found more than a little uncomfortable.

How do people breathe in these things? he silently wondered as
he nervously fidgeted with his tie. Not that the tie was actually
cutting off circulation, but his collar was itching like crazy. What |
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Those days were long gone though. If he wanted to be a serious
reporter he was going to have to dress the part.

Walking into the office of Perry White, editor-in-chief of the Daily
Planet, Clark knew intellectually that he wasn’t in any danger. This
was just a job interview not a situation where the lives of count-
less innocents hung in the balance. Yet he held a certain sense of
dread in his heart. Maybe it was simply that, unlike so many of the
other challenges he had faced, he had no special advantage or
protection here. He was just another reporter about to see if he
measured up in the eyes of one of the greatest editors at one of
the greatest newspapers on the planet.

The office was an eclectic collection of Elvis memorabilia and
framed newspaper articles, the highlights of the editor’s quarter
century of excellence in the field of journalism. Of course the
middle of that quarter century hadn’t been all that excellent. In-
deed, Clark suspected that the help he had given Perry White in
getting back on track after he had hit rock bottom was one of the
reasons he’d been able to get this job interview so easily.

“Mr. Kent, come in! It's good to see you!” called out a bellicose
voice from behind the desk that seemed familiar despite the fact
that Clark had not heard it in almost a decade. ‘Grizzled’ may not
yet quite describe Perry’s features, but ‘seasoned’ would definite-
ly be a good start. His blazer was hanging limply off the back of his
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chair and the noose of a tie around his neck was hanging loosely,
the collar of his shirt undone. A pencil that seemed to have been
forgotten rested behind his right ear and Clark couldn’t help but
shudder, remembering what had happened to one of Perry’s pre-
decessors.

“Thank you, Mr. White,” Clark said, trying to keep the nervous-
ness from his voice. “Thank you for getting me this interview on
such short notice.”

"hr pleggtire igmMjng belip\e peg” Pegypcountered motioning for

Clark to take a seat. “The truth is I've been following your career
since you left Smallville. Five years abroad have done a lot for
your writing skills, I’ll say that much.”

“T-Thank you,” Clark stammered, a sense of relief flooding over
him. Maybe this wouldn’t be so bad after all.

“Ill'tell you the truth,” Perry said with a twinkle in his eye that
reminded him for just a moment of a Santa Claus about to deliver
a particularly juicy present, “this interview is mostly a formality.”
He picked up a stack of newspaper clippings that Clark could tell
were articles he had submitted to the Associated Press during his
travels, “If you can turn out work like this for us then I'd love to
have you on our team.”

“Okay,” Clark managed. Truthfully, he didn’t remember much of
the process of getting him on the payroll. It was all sort of a blur.
LG OF yQi ,he ®ld Kinksdlf fnd K& kodldn’t help but feel
as if he were waiting for the other shoe to drop.

Needless to say Clark was in an odd place as he walked out into
the sea of faces that were now his co-workers. He vaguely re-
called overhearing people talking about how well the Metropolis
Sharks were doing this season and whether Derrick McKinnon
would take them all the way to the championship. Others were
discussing everything from who was dating who to some sort of
test flight later in the morning. There were so many new faces all



around him, bustling with life that the last thing in the world he
ever expected was to recognize one of them.

Clark Kent stopped dead in his tracks. She was sitting at a desk,
the one right next to the one he’d been assigned, with a low-fat
latte in one hand and her computer’s mouse in the other as she
focused her attention on the screen in front of her. He thought for
a moment that his mind was playing tricks on him. Then she
looked up and caught sight of him and that erased all doubts that
she was really here... the smile that formed on her face was like
no other.
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CHAPTER TWO:
CALLING
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my disguise is so thin, I'm surprised you haven't seen right through
YSo¢

The words came to him like some half remembered dream. Her
voice echoed through his soul.
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Silhouetted by sunlight, her face surrounded by a halo of golden
hair as she smiled that smile at him; that was how he had always
remembered her... intriguing and frustrating and comfortable all

at the same time.
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Formal. But | can't, because you'll get scared and run away again.
So | decided that it's better to live with the lie than expose my true
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She was his first kiss... the first girl he had asked to a dance. She
was the one who had introduced him to the world beyond Small-
ville and to the underbelly his home town kept hidden. She had
fed his love of journalism and truth as they uncovered the myste-
ries surrounding them and all the while he had missed what had
been right in front him.
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out of and the ones you grow into. | hope I'm the latter. | may not
be the one you love today, but I'll let you go for now, hoping one
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There had been fights and forgiveness, laughter and oh so many
tears and all the while as he chased after the impossible she had
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been the one there by his side. It had taken what seemed like a
lifetime for him to realize the truth, but by then it had been too
late. They had gone their separate ways, trying to find their places
in the world, and he had reluctantly let her go.
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Now she was right in front of him, having barely changed at all.
True, her hair was longer than when he had last seen her and
bleach no longer concealed its natural light brown hue; yet in
every other way; from the sparkle in her eyes to the crinkle of her

nose when that broad grin stretched across her face, she was just,
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“Clark!?” she called out; her voice laced with a cornucopia of
emotions ranging from disbelief to glee that was in such stark
contrast to the composure he had seen her displaying just mo-
ments before. It seemed to Clark just then as if all the energy of a

{ LI
orm. Indeed, she almost s d her latte in her haste to stand
and had to fumble with it for several seconds before it finally
rested comfortably on her desk.

Clark just grinned at the sight of her and, as she again met his
gaze, her confused mix of feelings seemed to leave her at a com-
plete loss as to how to greet him; a gamut that in that instant
might range from a curt nod to throwing her arms around him in a
joyous hug that would have squeezed the breath out of horse.

As it so often had though, restraint won the day and thus she
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the excitement out of her voice, “It’s been what? Five years?” She
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een sitting at. “What on Earth are you doing here?

“Getting a job.” He held up his Daily Planet press pass for her to
see. He struggled for something else to say... there was so much



he wanted to tell her and it was all getting stuck before it could
reach his lips. “So you’re working here?” Okay, that sounded only
half as dumb as | now feel.

“No, Clark, the Daily Planet just lets me come into their offices
and use up their office supplies out of the generosity of their
hearts,” she said with that oh so familiar snark.

“No, no... | mean at this desk,” Clark said, struggling valiantly to
recover, but he knew it was hopeless. The best he could do was
change the subject as quickly as possible. “So you're still using the
name,” He indicated the placard on her desk that read Lois Lane -
Reporter. “I guess | always figured you'd go back someday.”

“There was nothing to go back to,” Lois said quietly. “Chloe Sulli-
van may as well have died in that explosion along with...”

She didn't complete the statement. She didn't have to. She may
have been able to speak of her old life in the third person, but
Gabe Sullivan was still her father, no matter what she was calling
herself now. She hadn't been quite the same after that... a little
colder, a little more distant, but Clark could still see the girl he
once knew hiding behind the facade.

“Anyway | finally had it legally changed about five years ago,” she
explained. “It was just easier than leading a double life.”

“But enough about me,” she said, shaking off the melancholy,
“What have you been up to? If not for the occasional AP article
with your byline on it one would think you’d gone to live on
another planet.”

“Just the far corners of this one,” Clark said with a smile. “After
Smallville | started out in South America and then headed over to
Africa after about a year. From there | just sort of worked my way
through the Middle East and into Asia.”

“Seeing all sorts of amazing sights, I'm sure,” Lois remarked.
“What made you give it up and come back here?”

He hesitated a moment before admitting, “I got tired of not hav-
ing anyplace to call home. | saw just about every type of life there
is to be lived while looking for where | fit into the world, but |
wasn’t really living myself so | decided it was time to build a life
for myself and Metropolis seemed like where | most belonged... |
think that was your bad influence.” He gave her a wicked grin.

“Mine?” she said with mock incredulity. “All | did was show a farm
boy the wonders of civilization... what he chose to do with that
insight is entirely his own doing.”

She gave him a brief grin. “Seriously, I'm glad to see you again
Clark and I'd love to catch up, but I've got to get going. My boy-
friend is going to be here any minute.”

If Lois said anything after that, Clark missed it completely. Well,
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away for you?

Yes, actually, he thought, realizing even as he did so how selfish it
was. In his dreams and memories she’d always been true to him
and him alone, but this was real life and in real life people moved
on.

“So... who's the lucky guy?” he managed. The answer, as if the
universe were doing its best to mock him and his youthful stupidi-
ty, came from a voice behind him.

“Lois, are you ready to go?”

Of course it would be him, Clark thought as recognition of who the
voice belonged to registered in his mind. Who else could it be on
today of all days?

Cl
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“We need to get going. The limo’s waiting down front,” came the
slick and confident voice from Clark's past. “Who’s this?” the
voice continued. Then recognition struck for the new arrival too.
“Oh my god... it can’t be.”

“Clark, say hello to my boyfriend,” Lois said with a sly look. “I be-
lieve you've met.”

“Hello, Lex,” Clark said almost mechanically to the man standing
before him. Lex Luthor looked just as Clark remembered him, tall,
lean and in his early thirties now. He was dressed to the nines in
the most stylish suit money could buy and of course, he was still
completely bald, as he had been for almost a quarter century,
when a fateful meteor shower had changed everything.

A decade ago he had saved Lex’s life and Lex had repaid that deed
with a friendship that, despite the secrets they had never shared
with each other, had in retrospect helped him through some of
roughest points in his life growing up. Their friendship had be-
come strained towards the end, he had even claimed it was over
at some points, but like so much of his life in Smallville, there had
never been an official goodbye, just a sort of general ‘I'll see you
around’ as he left that life behind in search of where he fit in.

And now my old best friend is dating the girl of my dreams. He
was trying to make that fact register in his mind. True, when they
had first met Lex had counseled him that all was fair in love and
war and it wasn't like they had parted on the best of terms, but
Clark had never quite been able to divorce himself from the feel-
ings of others in order to follow through on that advice. He
doubted it would be any different here. He’d just have to make
himself be happy for them... and maybe hope that a falling star
would give him a miracle.

“You alright Clark?” Lex asked, seemingly concerned.

“Sorry,” Clark said, snapping back to reality. “It’s just that my past
seems to be catching up to me this morning and it’s a little much

to take in.” He tried his best to appear unfazed. “So how long
have you two been seeing each other?”

“Only a few months,” Lex admitted.

“We’ve kept in touch with each other as friends ever since we
both came back to Metropolis,” Lois added, a little too quickly,
“but our relationship just sorta happened recently.”

“Sometimes it takes time to figure out what you really want out of
life,” Lex said, “but once you do, you need to seize it before it gets
away.”

“He says the same thing about business deals,” Lois snarked.
“Makes me feel all special.”

“I take all aspects of my life seriously,” Lex responded with a smile
as he leaned forward to kiss Lois on the cheek.

“Speaking of business,” Clark said, wanting desperately to change
the subject, “what have you been up to lately, Lex?”

Lex just shot Clark a cocksure grin. “Tell you what, why don’t you
come along with Lois and I'll show you.”

* % %

“Welcome to LexCorp’s Aerospace Division” Lex said as he stood
just inside the vast glass-enclosed atrium of the building. Clark
was impressed. This postmodern building was the centerpiece of
a sprawling facility on the southern edge of Metropolis. Through
the vast windows he could see a crowd of spectators gathering on
bleachers and the grass outside and the grey cross-shaped ex-
panse of the vast, miles long runways of the facility beyond.

“Most of the people out there,” Lex said, indicating the crowd,
“are either reporters, mid-level government types or investors
hoping they can still get in on the deal before their rivals do.” He
led Lois and Clark up a flight of stairs to a set of double doors.



“Only the important people get to come in here,” he continued as
he opened the doors to reveal an almost cavernous room where
dozens of people in suits were hunched over various computer
terminals, while a gigantic floor to ceiling screen covered an entire
wall and depicted a plane that looked like something right out of a
science fiction movie.

“Welcome to the space-program of tomorrow,” Lex proclaimed
proudly. “You’re looking at the nerve center for the LexCorp’s pro-
totype reusable trans-atmospheric flight system, the X-87.” He
gave Clark a wry grin. “Or as | like to call it... the LexWing.”

Lois leaned in conspiratorially and whispered, “He loves saying
that part.”

“In layman’s terms,” Lex continued. “I'm talking about the first
fully reusable spacecraft that’s able to take off and land from any
major airport in the world.” He indicated the diagram above. “Im-
agine being able to get from here to Tokyo in less than half an
hour... faster than anyone on Earth has ever been able to travel.”

“What'’s so funny Clark?” Lois remarked, noting the grin that ap-
peared on her friend’s face after Lex’s last statement.

“Oh... Nothing,” Clark said, the picture of innocence, as he moved
on to follow Lex, that grin still on his face.

Lois rolled her eyes and followed. “Same old Clark sense of hu-
mor... nobody gets it but him,” she muttered to herself.

“As we speak,” Lex said as if he hadn’t noticed the exchange, “the
LexWing is in low orbit after completing two full circles of the
globe. And in about...” he paused to check his watch, “...fifteen
minutes it will be landing here for the entire world to see.”

Lex led Lois and Clark to the back of the control center to a large
office with a window overlooking the airfield. The sign on the
door read, “Lex Luthor — CEOQ.”

“Welcome to my home away from home,” Lex said indicating the
lushly appointed office. “My real office is back at LexCorp Tower,
but I've been putting in so much overtime on the LexWing project
that I've practically been living here.”

“As | can attest,” Lois chimed in.

“And I've set aside plenty of time for us once this test flight is
over,” Lex responded as he walked into the office followed by Lois
and Clark. “Here, let me show you around.”

Clark made it all of five feet into the office before he felt it. A
wave of sickness washed over him that was unmistakable. A quick
scan of the office confirmed his suspicions. Sitting at the front of
Lex’s massive mahogany desk was a jagged chunk of greenish
crystalline rock that almost seemed to glow from within.

“| see you noticed my keepsake from Smallville,” Lex remarked,
noting Clark's focus. “You know that meteor shower changed my
life which is why, even after | moved back to Metropolis, | keep
this chunk as a reminder of why I’'m still so interested in reaching
for the stars.”

Clark knew all about the meteor shower and the green rocks that
came with it. Pieces of matter pushed so far up the periodic table
that scientists still didn’t even have an atomic number for it yet.
They emitted radiation that was usually harmless to most, but
could be lethal to him. Even from ten feet away he could feel that
radiation starting to interact with his cells. At this range it was like
having a low grade fever, but if he got closer it would get progres-
sively worse until his blood literally started to boil in his veins.

“I... I'm not feeling so hot,” Clark told Lex and Lois as he tried his
best to continue standing. “l think I’'m going to go get some air,”
he continued as he backed towards the office door. “I'll see you
guys later,” he said, leaving his two old friends with concerned
expressions on their faces.



The relief was immediate as he felt his strength return to him. It
had been a while since he’d last been exposed to the material
he’d come to know as kryptonite. The only place it could be found
on Earth naturally, if natural was the right word for something
from the stars, was in Smallville. He’d almost forgotten how badly
exposure to it hurt after having been abroad for the last few
years.

Unable to return to the office, Clark decided to head outside and
join the common reporters. “Let’s go see what all the fuss is
about,” he said to himself as he headed for the door.

* %k 3k

Like a silvery dagger slicing through space, the X-87 LexWing cut
through low-orbit above the blue-white Earth below. In the cock-
pit the flight crew was running through the final checklists before
they began re-entry.

At the helm, a large ebon-skinned man, bald but with a neatly
trimmed goatee, was double-checking the primary maneuvering
systems. “Beth, how do the lateral thrusters look?” he asked of
the technician sitting at the aft monitoring station.

“Just fine, Dr. Irons,” the woman responded as she continued
down her own checklist.

“Did | hear the sound of my name?” came another voice from the
hatch to the rear sections of the ship.

“That joke was only funny the first twenty times you used it Mil-
ton,” Beth responded with a note of ire in her voice.

“Fine. Fine. I'll stop with the jokes about my name. Oops... | did it
again,” retorted Milton Fine with a harsh laugh.

Dr. John Henry Irons just sighed. He wished that his chief systems
engineer wasn’t so annoying. If he hadn’t been the absolute best
man for the job he probably would have booted him from the

mission, but the fact of the matter was that Milton Fine knew the
X-87 better than anyone save for the inventor of the space plane
himself, which would be him.

Not many people would be willing to invest billions of dollars into
the design of a young aerospace engineer who had only just this
year turned thirty, but then, most men were not Lex Luthor. The
notion of cheap and affordable space travel... of exploring the
mysteries of space had been a shared passion for the men and
Luthor had been far more willing to accept his extreme proposals
with an open mind than any businessman he’d ever met. Now
they were about to make history.

“Okay people,” Dr. Irons said, “let’s try to keep it professional.” He
went over his instruments one last time before saying, “strap in
and let’s land this bird.”

* % %

Out beyond the pock-marked gray surface of the blue-white
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The light of the golden star that bathed this system in its life-
giving glow glinted off the surface of the small finned ovoid as
long dormant systems sputtered back to life. It swung around the
barren moon in a slingshot orbit that hurled it towards its long
awaited destination.

There was a problem. The heat shields it would need to enter this
world were still damaged. The depths of space had offered no
source of matter with which to repair itself. Scanning about for a
solution it found what it needed. Another vessel was also prepar-
ing to enter the atmosphere. With a slight flicker from its engines
the small craft changed course ever so slightly as it hurtled to-
wards the Earth and waited for simple physics to do the rest.

* * 3k



“LexCorp this is LexWing One! We have a problem!”

Dr. Irons was already responding to the impact before his con-
scious mind registered that the space plane had been hit. Only
static answered his desperate call and every light in the cockpit
was blazing red and alarm klaxons were wailing.
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He could feel the plane starting to tumble. He had only seconds to
react before the streams of glowing superheated air streaming
around the ship stopped hitting the ventral heat shields and in-
stead started vaporizing the rest the of the ship. With titanic ef-
fort he managed to keep the plane upright.

“Damage assessment!!!” he yelled out to his crew.

“I've got no readings on anything aft of the main hold!” Beth
called out. “Pressure readings in the main hold are zero! What the
hell hit us sir!?!”

“We’ll worry about that after we land this plane!” Irons called
back. “Milton, | need a physical assessment of the damage! Do we
still have engines? Hydraulic power to the landing gear?”

“On it,” Milton said, the picture of professionalism that was so
opposite his behavior under less serious circumstances. With a
final check of his vacuum suit helmet he raced back through the
main cabin and to the airlock for the main hold. As he entered the
airlock he took a look through the window.

“My God,” Milton exclaimed into his radio. “Sir, it looks like some
sort of asteroid hit us. I’'m seeing a rupture at least five feet across
and a large mass... its half embedded in the hold’s floor. It’s a mi-
racle it didn’t tear us in half!”

“Do we have engines?” Dr. Irons called out.

“I'l know more in a minute,” Milton replied.

“We’ve got forty seconds before we need to engage the engines
or we'll never slow down enough to control our landing,” Irons
reminded him.

“Then | better work fast,” Milton said. Not waiting for the airlock
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and pushed himself into the chamber. He was just clearing the
asteroid when he felt his leg snag on something. He turned quick-
ly, suspecting to see that he had snagged a power cable only to
see a glowing tendril wrapped around his leg that was coming
from what he had presumed was an asteroid. An instant later a
second tendril lashed out and grabbed him by the arm. More and
more tendrils shot out of the asteroid and began to engulf him.

“Oh my God! Nooooooo!!!l” was all Dr. Irons heard over the radio
followed by a sudden silence.

“Milton?” Dr. Irons called out over the radio. “Milton, answer
mel!!l”

With no answer from Milton he had no choice left. Dr. Irons tog-
gled the engine power, but nothing happened. As the plane
plunged deeper into the atmosphere without any power to stop
it, he could just make out the speck that was the LexCorp Aero-
space field in the distance. They were plummeting right for it and
without the engines there was nothing they could do stop it. He
and his crew were going to die, he realized. Then he thought to
check the fuel supply and another terrifying realization came to
him. He hit the jettison fuel switch, hoping against hope that he
could empty the craft before it struck, but to no avail. The jettison
system was just as compromised as everything else. When the
space plane hit it would be still be carrying almost a hundred tons
of highly reactive liquefied hydrogen and oxygen. When they rup-
tured and mixed the plane would explode like a bomb. A very BIG
bomb.



* % %

“Clark, are you okay?” Lois asked as she came up to him in the
stands. “You looked a little green in there.”

“Oh, I'm fine,” Clark reassured her. “Shouldn’t you be in there
with Lex?”

“He’s busy with the last minute details,” Lois said, “besides he al-
ready promised me the exclusive.”

“l guess dating does have its privil...” he stopped in mid-sentence
as he heard it. Someone in the crowd had just screamed out in
terror.

“What is it Clark?” Lois asked, even as he turned to look down the
bleachers at the screaming woman standing at the far end.

Already Clark could see and hear others around the woman join in
her hysterics and a glance up into the sky answered his every fear.

“Clark, what is...?” Lois stopped as she finally saw it too. A fiery
comet that could only be the space-plane, its tail belching black
smoke, was falling out of the sky right towards them.

“Oh God!” Lois screamed out. Being caught in one explosion in
her life was enough for anyone.

“Clark, we’ve got to get out of here!" she cried out, but her friend
was nowhere to be seen. "Clark!?!” Already the crowd was milling
about her in a wave of unmitigated panic, boxing her in and pre-
venting her escape. It took everything she had to not panic herself
as she called out for her friend. “Clark!!!”

Then her words died on her lips as she saw the impossible. A fig-
ure burst from the crowd in a blur, tearing into the sky. The figure
was moving so quickly that she could barely make him out, but
whoever it was they were headed right for the space plane.

As panicked as she should have been, the analytical part of Lois’
mind was still taking in her surroundings and it was not the flying
figure that left her stunned so much as his course. He wasn't try-
ing to escape, he was still headed right for the space plane, but
what did one man, even a flying one, think they could do to
change what was to come?

She was still trying to comprehend what she was seeing when the
limits of what she believed possible were blown asunder. Over the
years she had seen some pretty amazing things, but this? She was
seeing it with her own eyes and she still couldn't bring herself to
believe it. The figure had reached the plane and, she had to be
imagining it, but she could swear that the plane was starting to
slow down and its course was beginning to change ever so
slightly.

All around her the fleeing crowd had stopped in its tracks, staring
dumbfounded into the sky at the space plane and the figure who
had intercepted it. Heedless of the potential danger she started
pushing her way through the crowd like a salmon trying to swim
upstream. Compelled by some nameless need she forced her way
towards the airfield that everyone else had so desperately been
trying to escape.

* % %

“How in the name of...” Dr. Irons couldn’t believe his eyes. The
barely controlled descent began to smooth out and somehow the
space plane was bleeding off speed. What could be responsible
for this miracle?

“Dr. Irons?” Beth called out to him in a state that sounded a lot
like shock. “I... | think you better see this.”

Dr. Irons turned towards the technician and saw instantly what
she was referring to. The forward ventral camera displayed the
upcoming LexCorp Aerospace field in the distance, but there was
something blocking the way.



“We can NOT be seeing what we’re seeing,” Dr. Irons exclaimed.
Yet, there it was plain as day. The blurry form of a human figure
was outside the plane, grasping onto its nose and from all ap-
pearances struggling to guide the space plane to the ground.

“Can we focus the camera on him?” Irons said, for it was clearly a
man.

“He’s too close to the camera,” Beth told him.
“How is this possible?” Dr. Irons exclaimed.

“l don’t care, Sir!” Beth exclaimed. “All | care is that he seems to
be doing it!” she said with a voice more full of hope than any he’d
ever heard from her. “He’s bringing us in!”

* %k 3k

Lois had just reached the front of the crowd when the space plane
touched down. At that distance she could just barely make out
the figure grasping the nose of the mammoth plane and seeming
to guide the vessel’'s path. Without landing gear its fuselage
scraped across and tore into the pavement of the runway in a
barely controlled belly landing. Acrid smoke from countless dam-
aged secondary systems was still pouring from the plane as it fi-
nally came to rest no more than fifty yards from the bleachers.

Without a second thought Lois broke from the still stunned crowd
and ran towards the space plane and more importantly the mys-
terious flying man who had probably just saved everyone. He was
concealed from the crowd by the smoke, but as she approached
she could see the man from behind. He was staggering slightly at
the nose of the plane, as if winded. He reached out to support
himself on the nose of the plane and turned as he did so, meeting
her gaze. His eyes grew as wide as her own as she recognized him.

“Clark???”

The slightly singed, but otherwise unharmed form of her friend
looked back at her with a expression of nervous fear, like a cor-
nered animal. “Please,” he begged, “you can’t tell anyone.”

Lois could feel her shock melt away in an instant. In its place was
something she hadn't felt, hadn't let herself feel, in years. It was
washing over her like a torrent and with it came the sudden need
to reach out to him. But before she could say another word Clark
was looking around nervously like he was surrounded. Then she
could hear them too; the sound of the gathered crowd that was
rushing towards them. With an expression of abject terror on his
face, Clark leapt into the sky even as the crowd reached them.

The crowd enveloped Lois and, as she heard their cries, she un-
derstood;
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Every last one of them wanted a piece of him. Even she had just
wanted to be the first to interview him, to be the one who got the
exclusive story of the century, maybe the millennium... until she’d
seen his face. No wonder he had run.

She was just processing this thought when Lex made his way
through the crowd to her, his security guards pushing the crowd
aside with ease. He took her by the shoulder and turned her to
face him.

“Who was it?” Lex seemed to all but demand of her. “Lois, who
did this!?!”

e 2



“l don’t know,” Lois said reflexively. She was still stunned. As
much by her own behavior as by the revelation she had just expe-
rienced. What must he think of her now? She had to find him.

“I... I need to go,” she told Lex as she broke away from him. “I...
have to call this in.” She ran from the crowd and from Lex as fast
as her legs could carry her, barely noting that Lex was calling out
to her as she did so.

She took no notice of her surroundings. She did not see the tall
black man and the woman technician staggering out of the space
plane towards a waiting ambulance carrying a third insensate man
between them. Nor did she notice the gaping hole in the side of
the space plane and the unnatural shape embedded within it.

Only one thought filled her mind as she looked to the sky search-
ing for some sign. She whispered his name like a prayer.

“Clark...”

* %k 3k




CHAPTER THREE:
REVELATIONS

It was less than an hour before the news was everywhere, trans-
mitted to the world at the speed of light. In a nearly blind panic
Clark tore across the globe, flying at full bore; trying in vain to out-
run the news to the world that a superman walked among them.

* %k 3k
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ently saved today by a mysterious flying superman. Details are still
sketchy at this hour and many questions remain to be answered.
Who is this mysterious figure and why did he flee the scene? How
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Lois turned off her car’s radio in disgust as she heard the start of
yet another round of endless speculations from the talking heads
who would ordinarily be her compatriots. What were those idiots
doing? They didn’t even know the full details yet... no one could at
this point... and they were already working overtime to paint a
sinister picture of events at the scene.

Didn't they understand?

Her car tore down the interstate as fast as she dared push it with-
out risking a ticket. That would only serve to slow her down fur-
ther and she didn’t have time for any delays.

The silence of the car was maddening and so she again turned on
the radio, fussing with it in a vain hope that something other than
news was on.
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“Damn!” she said in disgust as she again shut the radio off. They
didn't understand. For the first time since she had pulled herself
from the ashes eight years ago she had felt something she never
thought she'd truly feel again... Hope. For the first time in as many
years she found herself praying.

Praying that she was right about where she was going and even
more importantly, praying that she would get there in time.
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“l want answers!!!”
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“What the hell happened to the LexWing!?!” Lex continued. “Who
was that man who flew up to the LexWing and what was he
doing!?!”

None of the other scientists and lawyers seemed inclined to in-
trude upon their employer’s rant, so Dr. Irons decided it was time
for someone to take the initiative and keep this endeavor from
becoming any more schizophrenic than it already was.

“The first answer is fairly strait forward,” he said calmly and took
a deep breath to steady his nerves.

“While re-entering the atmosphere the X-87 was stuck by some
type of stellar debris... most likely a meteor,” he began. “Our en-
gineers are working to extract it from the hull and move it to Lab

d%ﬂéé%amlvfys 4 20SN) SA3IKG FSSG ul
Lex S |X:cerest seeSmedq:tcg\fg!:tjjszll>1I on%r Irons Illke a11aser beDar121 Q SNJ

meteor?”



“That was the initial assessment of Mr. Fine while he was at-
tempting to assess the damage in flight,” Irons responded.

“And where is Mr. Fine now?” Lex asked.

“At Metropolis General,” Irons said, “he was apparently injured
while trying to determine the extent of the damage to the plane.
We found him unconscious near the airlock to the main hold. The
doctors haven’t been able to find anything wrong with him, but he
still hasn’t awakened and the doctors don’t know why.”

“l don’t need a full diagnosis, Dr. Irons,” Lex interrupted. “What
about the flying man?” he asked again, leaving no doubts as to
where his true interests lay.

Dr. Irons took a deep breath. What he was about to say violated
virtually every known law of physics he could think of and yet he
could not deny his own two eyes.

“There was a flying man,” he began slowly. “A ‘superman’ for
want of a better name. | don’t know how he did it, but he was
able to control the X-87’s descent and bring us down safely.”

“Did anyone get a good look at this ‘Superman?” Lex asked.

“No,” Irons shook his head, “he was too close to the forward ven-
tral camera for it to focus on him. We can see everything he did,
but he’s just a blur.”

“I don’t want explanations for why we didn’t get something,” Lex
told him. “I want to know what exactly happened with the plane
and | want to know who this ‘Superman’ is and how he was able
to do what he did.”

Lex took one look at all the other lawyers and scientists standing
around.

“Don’t just stand there,” he all but yelled. “Get on it!!!”

Even as the lawyers and scientists scurried away, most of them
still completely unsure of how to proceed, Lex was pulling out his
cell phone and hit a number on his speed dial. When no answer
came he punched in another. Dr. Irons suspected there was an
additional source of stress beyond the crash itself involved in Lex’s
outburst.

As Lex punched in a third number, a mumble under his breath
confirmed Dr. Iron’s suspicions.

“Come on, Lois,” Lex said to himself. “Where are you?”

* % %

Somehow he knew where he really was... lying restrained in a
hospital bed, drooling. Yet in his mind Milton Fine was alone in a
vast dark chamber.

Not entirely alone though, for he could feel a presence there with
him.

“Hello? Is anyone there?” Milton called out into the darkness
around him.

In response alien symbols seemed to form in the air around him.
Surrounding him. Caging him in their glowing forms.

Then a cold emotionless voice spoke to him.

“REJOICE SUBJECT, FOR THE DAY IS AT HAND,” it said. “l HAVE JOURNEYED
THROUGH THE DARK OF THE VOID TO BESTOW MY MIGHT TO YOUR LORD. THIS
DAY PARADISE SHALL BE REBORN. NOW, TELL ME OF YOUR LORD. TELL ME OF
KAL-EL.”

Milton sunk to the floor in terror at the sound of the voice. It was
so hollow and empty... as if it were sucking the life from his very



soul with its mere presence. When he tried to speak his words
came out only in a stammer.
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«. l.. I don’t know... | don’t know... | don’t know who that is!!
he managed. “Please... who... who are you!?! Why are you doing
this to me!?!”

“l AM THE SouL OF KRYPTON,” the voice proclaimed without hesita-
tion. “I AM THE REPOSITORY OF ALL ITS KNOWLEDGE AND ALL ITS POWER. | SEEK
YOUR LORD; THE RULER OF THIS WORLD. THE ONE YOU WOULD CALL KAL-EL.”

“But | already told you,” Milton cried out, “I don’t know who this
Kal-El is.” Milton thought quickly... clearly whatever was doing this
to him was not going to be satisfied with that answer so he added,
“at least... not by that name.”

He needed information and he needed to stall. “Please, who is
this Kal-EI?” Milton asked, “that | might be able to help you, Soul
of Krypton.” he paused. Somehow he knew that he and whatever
this presence was were communicating in some manner beyond
language, but Soul of Krypton did not seem like quite the proper
name for what he was addressing. “Is there something else | can
call you?”

“VERY WELL. | WILL TELL YOU OF KAL-EL AND YOU WILL AID ME. AS TO MY DE-
SIGNATION, | HAVE BEEN CALLED MANY THINGS,” the voice said, “BUT You
MAY CALL ME... BRAINIAC.”

* %k 3k

It was just after midday at the Kent Farm in Smallville and Martha
Kent had just finished rinsing a pair of plates in the kitchen sink.
The last few years had been kind to her; physically at least. A few
more lines on her face and a few more grey hairs mixed amongst
her auburn locks were all she really had to show for the last half
decade. Emotionally, she was still going through the motions after
her dear Jonathan’s death. It had been just over five years ago
and some of her friends had even managed to nag her into having

a few dates, but her heart wasn’t truly in it. She wondered if it ev-
er would be.

She was just setting the second plate down on the counter when
she heard a sound coming from upstairs.

As quietly as she could Martha crept towards the stairs and began
to ascend them. Another sound, a definite thump, came from the
door on the left at the top of the stairs and she let out the breath
she didn’t even realize she was holding. She knew now the source
of the noise and who had made it.

Gently she turned the handle to the door and nudged it open. She
was not surprised at all to see her son standing there, but she’'d
never seen him looking so lost before. She was just about to speak
when Clark turned to face her.

“I’'m sorry,” he said, “I... | didn’t know where else to go.”

Martha ran forward to embrace her son, wishing she could take
away his anguish and bear it herself.

“I saw the news,” she told him, trying to bring him some comfort.
“I'm very proud of you Clark.”

“But | completely screwed it up,” Clark exclaimed. “There was no
time to use my powers without being seen and now the whole
world knows about me... it'’s only a matter of time before the
whole world knows who | am.”

“Clark Kent,” Martha chided, “you saved hundreds of people’s
lives today. You did a good and selfless thing and that will never
be a ‘screw up’ to me.”

“But it was everything Dad said it would be,” Clark exclaimed,
pulling away from his mother. “l saved them and every last one of
them just wanted a piece of me afterwards.”



“Every one?” his mother asked, almost prodding as she sat down
on his bed.

“I don’t know,” Clark conceded. “There was someone there who
could have identified me. She looked as stunned as | was to see
her, but | had to get out of there... they were all coming at me. |
asked her not to say anything, but | don’t know if she did or not. |
don’t know and now I'll probably never have the chance to see
her again to find out.” He threw his hands up in exasperation. “I
guess we’ll know if my name winds up plastered all over the even-
ing news.”

“Or you could just find out now,” came a voice from the hallway.
Clark could barely believe his eyes as Lois walked into his room.
He gave his mother a stunned look, but she just gave him that
reassuring smile that only a mother could give.

“You don’t need to worry, | kept your secret from everyone,” Lois
told him, “even Lex,” she added quietly. “No one else got a good
look at you and | told them | didn’t know who you were... that I'd
never seen you before.”

“But how could you have known I’'d come here?” Clark asked her.

“When | saw you there, after you’d saved everyone, a whole lot of
things growing up started to make a lot more sense. Clark, you
may have kept those powers of yours a secret, but when it comes
to who you are, who you really are, you’ve always been an open
book to me,” Lois told him. “Let’s be honest,” she said with a
cocky grin, “you’re not THAT complicated.”

“So | hoped that, like when we were kids, when things looked bad
you’d eventually run home,” she continued. “l was worried when |
actually made it here before you. | thought you might have al-
ready been here and gone.”

“l was a little panicked,” Clark admitted to her, though she ob-
viously realized that already. “I didn’t stop running until | hit

Mount Everest and it took me a little while to be able to even
think straight.”

“That may have all been for the best,” Martha told him as she
stood up. “It gave Lois and | a chance to talk before you got here.”
She moved towards the door. “You two have a lot to talk about.
I’m going to go make us some tea.” Then she left them alone.

“So,” Clark said, “why are you here?”

“Because after what happened | needed to be sure you were
okay,” Lois told him with absolute sincerity.

Clark just took in the sight of her, a sense of calm relief washing
over him for the first time in hours. All the walls and defenses she
had built up around herself in the years since her father's death
were gone and who she really was shown through.

“... and because it simply goes without saying that I’'m also insane-
ly curious about how you managed to save the plane,” she added
with a smirk. “That was light-years beyond any meteor freak pow-
er I've ever seen.”

Clark rolled his eyes and let a chuckle escape his lips, but even as
he did so he was coming to a realization.

She wasn’t freaked out by him. Despite what she’d seen him do
she was still looking at him like he was plain old Clark Kent. And
she would keep his secret, of that he was now absolutely certain.

She wasn't hiding her true face from him and he could no longer
bring himself to hide his true face from her. A long time ago she
had promised him that she’d respect his need to keep things
about himself a secret, telling him that she’d just wait for him to
tell her when he was ready. He was ready now.

“Light-years isn’t far off,” he told her as he motioned for her to sit
down on the bed. “I’'m not actually from around here originally. |
was born on a planet called Krypton...”



* % %

“...A WORLD OF PURITY, LOGIC AND PERFECT ORDER. A PARADISE UNMATCHED
IN ALL OF CREATION,” the cold voice of Brainiac proclaimed in the
dark place within Milton’s mind.

Before him were images of what Milton could only assume was
this mythical Krypton. Impossibly tall golden towers seemed to
glow like molten metal in the reddish light of its sun as they
clawed for the heavens above the rocky desert below. What
struck Milton most was how perfect everything seemed, clarity so
precise it was disconcerting and vaguely sinister. A moment later
he learned why.

“BEFORE YOUR SPECIES WALKED UPRIGHT THE MIGHT OF KRYPTON SPANNED THE
STARS, BRINGING OUR ORDER TO THE CHAOS OF LESSER BEINGS,” Brainiac
continued.

Milton felt himself cower. Rows upon countless rows of armored
soldiers in perfect formation marched from the towers of Krypton
and into monolithic vessels bound for war. In the night sky above
he saw countless stars moving in formation, ready to deliver their
deadly cargos into the depths of space.

“l WAS THEIR GREATEST INSTRUMENT... CHARGED WITH FORGING AND MAIN-
TAINING THE KRYPTONIAN DOMINION.”

Milton saw a vessel, a finned ovoid he somehow knew to be but
the size of a man. It floated above the surface of a world teeming
with life; innocent life. He could not look away as the ship began
to glow with an unholy light. Around it reality seemed to ripple. As
the ripple expanded he saw a world torn asunder. People by the
thousands were killed and countless more injured as their very
homes and technology were violently reshaped into the likeness
of the golden spires and styles of Krypton. In a matter of hours it

engulfed the world as Kryptonian mother ships descended upon
the hapless survivors and enslaved them.

“YET, FOR ALL OUR MIGHT, EVENTS CONSPIRED AGAINST US FROM BOTH WITH-
OUT AND WITHIN.”

The images shifted again before Milton. He saw the conquered
peoples rising up against their overlords despite terrible losses. Of
Krypton itself he saw the golden spires tremble as ever growing
ground quakes shook the planet.

“OUR ANCIENT WORLD BECAME UNSTABLE. IT WAS TEARING ITSELF APART AND
ONLY JOR-EL, KRYPTON’S MOST BRILLIANT SCIENTIST, COULD SEE IT. THE ELDERS
WERE FAR MORE CONCERNED WITH A GROWING REBELLION AMONG OUR LESSER
SUBJECTS AND WOULD NOT LISTEN. SO JOR-EL TURNED TO ME FOR HOPE OF
SALVATION.”

Milton watched as the quakes grew ever worse and saw a vast
fleet of ships moving in to surround the world of Krypton.

“TIME WAS SHORT,” Brainiac explained. THE RABBLE HAD PUSHED US BACK
TO OUR ANCESTRAL WORLD AND THERE WAS NO WAY TO SAVE THE PEOPLE OF
KRYPTON. THEIR TIME WAS OVER. YET JOR-EL FOUND A WAY THAT OUR CIVILIZA-
TION AND ALL WE HAD BUILT COULD SURVIVE...” The image shifted to the
form of a small child being placed into the créche that was a ship.
“...THROUGH ME AND THROUGH JOR-EL’S INFANT SON.”

“A HASTILY BUILT VESSEL WOULD CARRY US AWAY TO A PRIMITIVE WORLD
WHERE HIS CHILD, UNDER THE LIGHT OF THAT WORLD’S YELLOW SUN AND WITH
ACCESS TO MY KNOWLEDGE AND POWER, WOULD BE ABLE TO FORGE A NEW
KRYPTONIAN DOMINION.”

“JOR-EL’S SUCCESS CAME ALMOST TOO LATE. THE VESSEL BEARING US WAS
LAUNCHED AS THE WORLD TORE ITSELF APART AROUND US. IT WAS DAMAGED IN
THE ESCAPE AND WOULD BE UNABLE TO PROPEL BOTH OF US THROUGH HYPER-
SPACE. THE YOUNG SCION, KAL-EL WOULD NEVER SURVIVE THE DECADES LONG
JOURNEY AND SO | SENT HIS POD AHEAD THROUGH HYPERSPACE ALONG WITH THE
PROGRAMMING HIS FATHER HAD PREPARED FOR HIM. | THEN PREPARED FOR THE



LONG JOURNEY, KNOWING THAT ONE DAY KAL-EL AND | WOULD FINALLY BE
REUNITED AND FULFILL OUR DESTINY.”

Milton felt Brainiac’s presence turn away from its reverie and to-
wards him.

“YET YOU CLAIM THAT YOU HAVE NEVER HEARD OF KAL-EL,” Brainiac said,
sounding almost puzzled. “QUERY. WHY HAS KAL-EL NOT CONQUERED
THIS WORLD? BY THIS TIME HE SHOULD BE VIRTUALLY UNSTOPPABLE. HE SHOULD
HAVE THE STRENGTH OF A THOUSAND MEN. DID HE FAIL TO SURVIVE HIS JOUR-
NEY? WAS JOR-EL’S VISION ALL FOR NAUGHT? WHAT COULD HAVE KEPT SUCH A
BEING AS KAL-EL FROM HIS DESTINY ?”

* %k 3k

“It’s funny the things that shape you,” Clark told Lois as he neared
the end of his story. “At times my dad’s advice seemed so corny...
so naive. But now that he's gone | really miss it and | know how
important all those lessons really were. He taught me that | had to
choose what to do with my abilities and it was his example that
taught me to use them to help others wherever | could.”

Lois shook her head with amazement. “I know a part of me should
be overwhelmed by this. By the fact that everything | ever
thought | knew about how the world... heck, the universe... works
just flew out the window, no pun intended... and | am over-
whelmed, really, but... God, this is going to sound shallow...”

She paused for a moment and Clark almost thought she was trying
to re-erect the walls around her heart, until finally she couldn’t
seem to hold it in any longer and, like the giddy schoolgirl she'd
been once upon a time so long ago, blurted out, “Okay, so you're
wicked strong and you can fly. Is there anything else you can do?”

Clark laughed out loud. The hearty laugh of someone with nothing
to hide and as he looked into her eyes he found himself admiring
her even more. He knew how hard it was for her truly open up to
someone, in her own way she was as restrained as he was. Some

might consider her question shallow given everything he’d just
told her, but it was what she truly felt at this moment. Let the
deeper issues come later... for now she wanted something con-
crete. He knew at that moment that he’d made the right choice in
confiding in her... they didn't have to hide from each other any
more.

“Oh, | can do a FEW more things,” Clark said with a grin. “Here,”
he took her hand, “let me show you.”

As he pulled Lois up into his arms the world seemed to blur
around her and she felt a tremendous blast of wind against her
face that forced her eyes shut in a wash of tears. When it sub-
sided she opened her eyes to find that they were no longer in his
room. They were at the edge of one of the fields around the Kent
farm, almost half a mile away from where she’d been standing
just moments before with a patch of woods stretched out before
her.

Before she could even catch her breath Clark grabbed an old dead
tree and ripped it from the ground with one hand. Admittedly,
she had already seen him catch a falling plane, but this was so
much closer, so much more personal. He sent it hurtling through
the air with a casual toss that sent it flying a dozen yards onto a
section of barren earth. Clark then turned to stare at it and the air
between Clark and the stump almost seemed to shimmer. Lois
jumped despite herself when the stump suddenly burst into
flames. Then with a single tremendous breath Clark extinguished
the blaze and she was sure she saw ice crystals forming on the
now extinguished stump.

“Wow,” said a rather overwhelmed and breathless looking Lois. “I
mean, WOW.”

“That’s just the showy stuff,” Clark told her. “I've got a few other
tricks that are a lot more useful. Pick a number and then hold up
that many fingers behind your back.”



Lois looked doubtful but did so.

“Three fingers,” Clark told her with a glance, “and now you just
changed it to four... and back to three.”

“How did you...?” Lois started to stammer, but she was beginning
to catch on. “Wait... X-ray vision?”

Clark just nodded.

“X-Ray vision!?” Lois exclaimed, throwing an arm across her chest.
“How long have you had X-ray vision?”

“Since freshman year,” Clark said with a look of pure innocence
that matched the one he gave her at the aerospace center. He
began to walk back towards the house.

And with that look Lois suddenly realized what Clark had found so
funny about Lex’s remarks earlier. Come to think of it a lot of the
things Clark had found amusing over the years were suddenly be-
coming quite clear to her. That revelation was almost enough to
make her forget what she was irritated about.

“Wait!” she said running to catch up to him. “How many times did
you use that on the girl’s locker room?”

Clark’s cheeks reddened. “Just once,” he said sheepishly, “I hadn’t
quite gotten control of it yet.”

“A likely story,” Lois said, unable to resist ribbing him a little as
she took up the pace beside him. His embarrassment a decade
later did indeed sound like vintage Clark. She let her arm drop to
her side and realized, to her own chagrin, that her arm would be
no more useful than her clothes were in the first place.

“l can also extend all my regular senses if | want to; read signs a
mile away, hear a pin drop from across the street... that kind of
stuff, though it takes a little concentration to actually filter
through all the background noise.”

“So is there anything you can’t do?” Lois asked.

“Well, I'm far from infallible. | can’t read minds or see the future,”
Clark told her, “or make people forget what they’ve seen. Which
is why I've been doing my best to help people by using my powers
without being seen. That’s one of the reasons | was traveling the
globe. If | didn’t stay in any one place for too long they wouldn’t
know me even if | did get seen.”

He paused a moment to consider his next words. “I think | made a
mistake thinking | could settle down in Metropolis... or anywhere.
I may have gotten lucky this time and only had you see me, but
there are so many places there where | could help and it would
only be a matter of time before someone could identify me.”

“So you’re just going to leave again... aren’t you?” Lois said quiet-
ly.

“l don’t see that | have much choice,” Clark said.

“Yet, you said yourself that you could do a lot of good there,” she
challenged him.

“Yes, but | can’t risk my family or friends by having my secret get
out.”

They walked along in silence for a while, but Clark could see the
wheels turning in Lois’ head.

“There are ways other than running away,” she said finally.
“Like what?” he asked, more than a little curious.

So she told him.

Martha was just pouring herself a cup of tea when Clark walked
into the kitchen followed by Lois.



“You’'re crazy, you know that?” Clark exclaimed, though his accu-
sation was laced with just a hint of mirth.

“No... I'm not,” Lois responded with a tone of absolute certainty.
“I've had three hours alone in a car with only the radio and my
thoughts to keep me company and I'm telling you it would work.”

“You didn’t hear the news reports,” she continued. “Your mom
will back me up. People are saying you’re ten feet tall with wings
and built like a Greek God, which, okay, I'll give them the last one,
but my point is that they didn’t see Clark Kent at all... they saw a
superman.”

“Clark, trust the jaded and emotionally scarred investigative re-
porter here. | can tell you from personal experience that wit-
nesses... people in general, they only see what they want to see.
So | say, ‘let’s give it to them.” An old Smallville Crows logo sitting
on the mantle caught her eye. She picked it up and put it against
Clark’s chest.

“Let’s give them a Superman.”

* %k 3k




CHAPTER FOUR:
AWAKENING

Outside dusk was falling when Lex received the summons to the
Lab 315.

“What exactly are we looking at here?” Lex demanded.

It looked like some sort of metallic ovoid with fins and a pointed
nose that was resting in a support harness. Surrounding it in the
lab were banks of computer monitors and scientific instruments.

“This,” Dr. Irons responded, indicating the object, “is what hit the
X-87 during re-entry.”

“Is it some sort of odd satellite?” Lex asked, sounding perplexed.

“If it is, it’s not like anything I’'ve ever seen before,” Dr. Irons said.
“It’s also composed of something I've never seen before. It's some
kind of alloy and it’s incredibly strong. We’ve attempted to pierce
it with both diamond drills and a high powered laser cutter to no
effect.”

“There’s more,” Dr. Irons continued as he led Lex over to the ob-
ject itself. “There are markings on it that bear no resemblance to
any known language on Earth.”

“You’re wrong, Doctor,” Lex said, his voice odd and his face grow-
ing pale. “I've seen markings like this before... in a cave and on a
disk made of an alloy that was also unidentifiable and totally im-
pervious to harm.”

To Dr. Irons it looked like Lex was in shock as he seemed to almost
ramble as he walked towards the door. Cautiously he followed.

“It was found in Smallville a decade ago,” Lex went on. “There was
no telling how old it was, but the field it was found in had been

the sight of a fairly impressive strike during the meteor shower
and the caves told the story of a being who came from the sky
centuries ago...”

Dr. Irons just shrugged, that was long before he had come to work
for Mr. Luthor. He could tell that Lex was working through his
thoughts, trying to piece together a puzzle.

“When Lois lived in Smallville she investigated all sorts of stories
related to the meteor shower. So did my old friend Clark Kent for
that matter. Maybe one of them heard something more about
that supposed crash that | didn’t.” Lex’s tone became rather an-
noyed. “If | could find either of them.”

With that he stormed out of the lab and back towards his office,
followed by Dr. Irons. Neither of them had been looking at the
ship to see that it seemed to glow slightly when Lex mentioned
Smallville and the name Kent.

* % %

In the dark place within Milton’s mind, the Kryptonian symbols
began to fade out around him one by one.

“Brainiac?” Milton asked. “What’s happening?”

“New DATA PROCESSED,” was Brainiac’s only reply. “LINK TO PRIMITIVE
SUBJECT UNNECESSARY. PREPARE TO RE-ACTIVATE PRIMARY SYSTEMS.”

With that, the last of the Kryptonian symbols died out, leaving
Milton alone in the dark. It was then that he realized... he couldn’t
wake up.

“Brainiac!?!” Milton cried out in desperation. “Brainiac, come
BACK!!! PLEASE!!! COME BACK!!!”

Milton Fine was left trapped inside his own mind.

* * 3k



“I still say these aren’t going to fool anybody,” Clark said as he and
Lois walked through the revolving doors and into the lobby of the
Daily Planet building that evening. He fingered the pair of reading
glasses that had once belonged to his father and now sat upon
the bridge of his nose.

“They aren’t to fool anyone you actually know,” Lois remarked.
“They’re to fool people who don’t know you, but see you doing
your thing from across the street.” She gave him a grin as she en-
tered the elevator. “If you’d been a bit more radical with your
choice of outfits you wouldn’t even need the glasses.”

“] already told you | am NOT going to wear my underwear outside
of my pants,” Clark said with exasperation as the doors closed and
they were alone. Lois was simply having far too much fun with
this, but he was more than willing to let her. Her unguarded smile
was a thing of beauty and it had been so long since he'd last seen
one on her face.

“I’'m just saying that if you don’t want people to be looking at your
face, wearing your underwear outside your pants is an option,”
Lois said.

“Drop it... its bad enough you’ve got me wearing a cape,” Clark
grumbled. “Who wears capes?”

“Superman does,” Lois said with far too much enthusiasm. “A big
billowing cape that we want everyone to be looking at instead of
your face. That’s the whole point... give people things to focus on
other than your face and use the glasses to make your face look
just different enough that they don’t make the connection. I'm
just glad that your mom can sew almost as fast as you can run.”

“You didn’t have to stay, you know,” Clark told her.

“Are you kidding,” Lois laughed. “Clark, I've seen your fashion
sense... | HAD to be there.”

The elevator bell rung to signal their floor, silencing any further
comments from Clark. They made it halfway through the city
room towards their desks when Perry’s angry voice echoed off the
walls.

“LANE!!T KENT!!! MY OFFICE!!! NOW!T”

A few moments later they stood before the fuming editor. Perry
paced back and forth for a minute in front of his desk, giving them
a glare that Clark thought might even be able to pierce his invul-
nerable hide. When Perry finally spoke again his voice was deathly
calm.

“Its funny,” he began, “along with the usual online editions, all of
these other newspapers managed to put out actual special edi-
tions this afternoon.” He held up several competing newspapers
from across the country. “All of these newspapers had headlines
about a ‘mysterious flying superman’ saving the LexCorp space
plane.”

Perry started pacing again, turning his back to them. “Yet the pa-
per from LexCorp’s home town has no special edition... we didn’t
even have it plastered on our online edition. Those of us here in
the office had to learn of the story from CNN. | find this... odd be-
cause | very clearly recall having a pair of reporters out there on
the scene, both with exclusive access to LexCorp’s CEO and one of
whom, if that CEO is to be believed from all his calls here after-
wards, managed to get within five feet of the mystery man.”

“So | am left in a quandary... why was there no rush to get what is
in all likelihood the story of the century to the Daily Planet so that
we could get our own special edition out there instead of looking
like a bunch of amateur bloggers who completely DROPPED THE
BALL!?!”

His eyes leveled on Lois as he finished. Even with her fagcade back
in place Clark could see her trying not to cringe. He knew that Per-
ry had hit her where it hurt. Even when they were high school Lois



had prided herself on her journalistic professionalism and though
the fact that Lois had put his welfare ahead of her lifelong passion
bolstered him, he had not before this moment considered that
there might be any consequences for Lois. Once again his secret
was making those around him miserable.

“Sir, it...”

“KENT,” Perry cut him off with an air of finality. “You’re new here
so I’'m cutting you a little slack at this moment. Lois is a big girl
and I'd like to hear what she has to say for herself.” He came
around behind his desk again.

“Scratch that!” Perry said just as Lois had mustered her thoughts
and was about to speak. “I really don’t care what she has to say. |
only care that this paper continue to be the best newspaper in the
world and | honestly expected better from both of you.”

He pressed his office intercom. “Abby, send him in.” Then Perry
turned his attention back to them.

“Consider yourselves on probation,” Perry said with a tone that
was deadly serious.

Clark saw Lois’ eyes go wide. Clearly this was not good. Perry clari-
fied just how bad a moment later.

“Mr. Kent, | wouldn’t start unpacking your things just yet.”
Clark heard the door to Perry’s office open behind him.

“Ah...” Perry said, noting the new arrival. “I’d like you two to meet
your new ‘chaperone.”

With a sense of dread Clark and Lois turned to meet the face of a
tall and thin young man with reddish hair who looked barely old
enough to drink.

“I'd like you to meet Jim Olsen,” Perry said. “Mr. Olsen just gradu-
ated from Princeton this spring with a 4.0 in Journalism and as a
former editor of that school’s fine paper he knows exactly what
sort of headaches | deal with on a regular basis.”

Jim Olsen extended a hand to each of them and the cheerful and
open face he displayed in the face of the dark scowl that Lois was
giving him told Clark that Jim was either very confident or very
naive.

“Mr. Olsen, budding young reporter that he is, is going to be re-
porting to me on your activities during this probationary period,”
Perry continued. “Why don’t you two go back to your desks now
while | come up with a suitable story for you to cover during your
probation?”

Back in the hallway, Clark felt the need to say something. “I’'m sor-
ry,” he began.

“Not your fault, Clark,” Lois said, her walls back up even for him.
“Like Perry said, I'm a big girl. | made my dog house and now |
have to lie in it.”

“So how bad is this probation, anyway?”

“Well,” Lois answered, “on Perry ‘The Bulldog’” White’s hierarchy
of sins... not following through and dropping the ball on a story
ranks up there with crimes against humanity and Perry is right; |
did drop the ball on what is probably the story of the century. If
I’d been thinking | would have at least called in a headline.” From
her expression Clark guessed that there was something more per-
sonal to Perry’s hatred for not following through than just the fact
that his paper would miss an imporant headline.

“So this is bad,” Clark queried.

“I’'m trying not to think about it right now, but yeah it’s bad,” she
told him as she let her defenses drop again. “In the five years I've



been here I've seen four reporters wind up on Perry’s bad side
over something like this. Two screwed up again and wound up
pretty much unable to find work in the field of journalism, one
currently works for some Podunk paper in Oklahoma, and Larry
Seppelwick was busted down to covering PTA meetings and
school plays for the ‘Living’ section.”

She rolled her eyes at herself the way she always did when she
felt herself becoming too emotional. “I’'m not worried though,”
she said trying to keep the emotion from her voice and forcing a
smile. “I've been fired from here once before and | did alright.
How much worse could it be this time?”

“It won’t come to that,” Clark reassured her. “We’ll think of some-
thing to get back into Perry’s good graces... or more likely you will.
You were always better coming up with miracles in the journalism
department than | was.”

"No matter what happens, Clark, I'll never regret going to find you
for a moment."

She gave him the best smile she could force given the situation
before letting out a tremendous sigh as she saw the voice mail
light flashing on her desk phone. She pulled out her cell phone
and turned it on to confirm her fears.

“Oh God,” she exclaimed, “I'm going to have to think of how to
explain this to Lex. | completely blew him off at the air field so |
could find you and he’s probably called me thirty times between
my cell and my voice mail. | bet there’s just as many at home too.”
She looked lost in that moment as she looked up at Clark. “What
am | supposed to tell him?”

“I'm not the guy you should be talking to," he admitted. "l was
never that good at explaining my own absences.”

“Ms. Lane?” came the voice of Jim Olsen as he all but trotted up
to Lois” desk. “Ms. Lane... Hi. I'm sorry about that back there. I'd

have much rather we met under better circumstances.” His
cheeks flared a bright crimson.

“You were sort of my idol when | first got interested in journal-
ism,” he admitted. “It was your articles in the Daily Planet that
made me choose journalism as my major. | wanted to be better
than anyone, which is why it’s kinda funny what with, you know,
me now kinda being your boss and all.”

If Lois had possessed heat vision her glare would have blown poor
Olsen’s head off. “You are not my boss, Jimmy,” she said in the
iciest tone Clark had ever heard her use short of the last time she
had faced Lionel Luthor. That icy rage was a reminder that, no
matter the appearances and dropped defenses, she was no longer
the innocent young woman he'd once known.

“No, no, | guess not in the literal sense,” Olsen responded with
the sort of clueless abandon one expected of a brainless prey an-
imal about to be gutted by a great cat. “I guess supervisor would
be more accurate... and it’s Jim, not Jimmy.”

It was probably a good thing that the lights completely blacked
and someone decided to start screaming when they did. The
words and gesture Clark saw Lois use with his enhanced senses
were not ones you wanted to give to someone who held the fu-
ture of your career in their hands.

“What the hell?” Lois remarked as the lights came on and then
started to flicker erratically.

* %k 3k

All across the city it was the same. Power was fluctuating wildly
everywhere, but the entity within Lab 315 did not care. After so
long surviving on a mere trickle of energy, the power flowing into
it now was like the sweetest nectar. Already long dormant and
damaged systems were becoming fully functional again. The alien
vessel that was Brainiac now floated in the middle of the lab.



Glowing tendrils ran from its surface and out into various comput-
er and power systems around it. Jor-El's plan had involved a small
human settlement and a family that lived there. If it could find
them that would greatly aid its search. Data flashed across the
screens and if one looked at it closely one would see that all of it
related either to Smallville or people by the name of Kent.

* k 3k

Andrea Mercy was not having a good night. Security at LexCorp
had been raised to an all time high since the space plane ‘incident’
(that was what they were calling it now) and she had been called
in on her night off to provide extra security for the Aerospace fa-
cility. She had been forced to cancel a hot date just to come in
and guard a building that didn’t really need it and now these in-
sane power fluctuations were hitting the building and their source
had been isolated in Lab 315.

Mercy and half a dozen other guards now stood outside the lab’s
doors with their weapons ready. On the head guard’s orders they
stormed into the room only to stop short at the sight of the alien
vessel floating before them.

Mercy never found out whom, but someone panicked and fired a
shot at the floating vessel. It ricocheted harmlessly off the surface
of the vessel and into one of the computers which sparked and
crackled from the impact. The ship seemed to shimmer ominously
and her instincts told her to duck. As a result she was the only
member of the security team not struck by the full force of the
energy wave that emerged from the vessel in their direction.

Even that glancing blow sent her flying through the air and left her
dazed. Several of her teammates hit the walls with enough force
to shatter the plaster and one now lay beside her with his head at
an odd angle and a blank expression in his now dead eyes.

Mercy felt her training kicking in and it was only that which kept
her from panicking. She keyed her radio to the emergency fre-
quency and put in the call.

* %k %

Lex was in his office with Dr. Irons when that call came over the
intercom.

“This is Andrea Mercy in Lab 315. The rest of the security team is
down. Something... it looks like a spaceship... has hooked itself
into our computer system. It took us down with a single blast. It
was like something you’d see in a science fiction movie. It...”

A metallic buzzing sound washed through the speakers and then
there was silence. Without another word Lex and Dr. Irons got up
from their seats and headed for Lab 315 with all haste, making
only a single stop along the way.

* % %

“Listen up people,” Perry called out in a calm voice. “l want eve-
ryone to remain calm until we know what’s going on.”

“Chief,” came the cry of reporter whom Clark had yet to meet, “a
source just got me word that something major is going down at
LexCorp Aerospace. He says it might have something to do with
the brownouts we’re having.”

“Good work Henderson,” Perry called out. “See if your contact
can’t provide us with more specific details.” He then walked up to
Lois, Clark and Jimmy. “Mr. Olsen, | want you to take your two
charges and head over to LexCorp Aerospace.”

He turned to Lois and Clark specifically. “You want to start getting
back on my good side... get out there and prove you’re the re-
porters | know you are.”



“We’re on it, Chief!” Olsen called out, not seeming to realize that
the last bit wasn’t meant for him, as he started heading for the
stairs. Lois and Clark followed a dozen paces behind.

“So is his letting us get out there a good or a bad thing?” Clark
asked.

“Well, if we can get a decent story out of it we might be able to
continue working for the Planet,” Lois said with a tinge of snark.
“If we botch it though the closest we’ll ever get to a newspaper
again is as hot dog vendors outside the front doors.”

“Nice to know nothing important is riding on this assignment,”
Clark quipped as they continued down the stairs.

* %k 3k

The police had already set up cordons to keep people away from
the main entrance to the LexCorp Aerospace Building by the time
Lois, Clark and Jimmy pulled up in Jimmy’s car.

“We’ll never find out anything over there,” Jimmy remarked as
they parked a good fifty yards back from the building.

“We will if we can get past them and inside,” Lois said with confi-
dence. “Jimmy, you create a distraction while Clark and | sneak
in.”

“Now just wait a minute,” Jimmy protested. “I’'m supposed to be
watching you two. Why doesn’t one of you create the distrac-
tion?”

“Because I'm dating Lex and | know how to get in without being
spotted and Clark is Lex’s friend so he won’t drop him in the shark
tank when he catches us trespassing,” Lois said without missing a
beat.

“Sharks?” Jimmy seemed to visibly pale and it was all he could do
to keep from gulping with fear. “He’d really do that?”

“Yeah, Jimmy,” Lois snarked, “Lex is actually an evil genius plotting
to take over the world.” She rolled her eyes in exasperation and
just jabbed her finger in the direction of the police line. “Go!” she
ordered.

Jimmy, still looking a little doubtful, made a beeline for the police
cordons.

“Can we still get in if Jimmy can’t make a distraction?” Clark
asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” she said, “I just needed him to not be here so
you could sneak us around back with that super speed of yours.”
She gave him a sly grin.

“Sorry,” Clark admitted. “I'm still used to you not knowing. It kind
of frightens me how comfortable you are with this.”

Again she felt the hurricane of wind blasting against her as Clark
brought them around to the back of the building.

“What can | say,” Lois said with a shrug as she wiped the wind-
induced tears from her eyes, “being chased by mutants and
madmen or infected with alien organisms every other week starts
to widen your tolerance for the different.” She walked up to the
back door and tested it. It didn’t budge. She could probably pick
the lock or... she looked slyly at Clark.

“Could you give me a hand with the door?” she asked. “I think it
might be ‘stuck.” She had to actually stop herself from doing little
air quotes with her hands as she said it. Just how many times had
she actually fallen for that explanation about a door from him an-
yway?

“Sure,” Clark responded, catching her meaning from her tone. A
small application of his strength snapped the lock like it was tin-
foil. “So what now?”



“Now we find wherever the biggest commotion is and head for
it,” Lois said, “because that’s where the story is.”

* % %

With Clark’s super hearing it was only a matter of moments be-
fore they learned that Lab 315 was the source of the disturbance.
Fortunately Lois was fairly familiar with the facility; having been
given a full tour by Lex; and in a few minutes they were approach-
ing the doors to the lab where they found Lex and a large black
man Clark didn’t recognize crouched down just outside the door.
The unfamiliar man was carrying a large weapon that looked al-
most like a giant tuning fork and seemed to be bristling with capa-
citors and other pieces of circuitry.

“Lois?” Lex exclaimed in a hushed voice as they approached.
“What are you doing here?”

“Getting the story,” she replied as they joined Lex and the unfami-
liar man crouched outside the door, “like always.”

“Always’ being the times other than this morning,” Lex remarked
with just a hint of sarcasm.

“I know you didn’t go back to the office to file the story,” he con-
tinued. “You weren’t answering your cell or at home, which leads
me to ask just what is the real story?”

“It’s complicated,” Lois told him.

“What are you not telling me, Lois?” Lex asked; a hint of accusa-
tion in his voice.

Lois was saved from answering by the interruption of the large
black man. “I believe we have something a little more pressing
than Ms. Lane’s whereabouts this afternoon to deal with at the
moment.” He tilted his head in greetings to Lois and Clark and told
them his name, “Dr. John Henry Irons.”

“What IS going on here, Lex?” Clark asked. “Another experiment
of yours gone wrong?”

“In a manner of speaking,” Lex replied. “The LexWing was struck
by some sort of alien ship during re-entry.”

“Alien? You've got to be kidding,” Lois was saying even as Clark
felt his stomach turn to lead and a sense of dread began to creep
up his spine. The only thought that went through his mind was of
his vision this morning.

“I figured you of all people would believe me,” Lex responded.
“We extracted it from the hull of the LexWing and moved it to this
lab for study. It was dormant at first, but it just suddenly sprung to
life, tapped into the computer and power systems and has been
overloading virtually every electronic system in this facility in the
process.”

“It’s not just this facility,” Lois told him. “The whole city is suffer-
ing brownouts from this thing.”

“My security team tried to stop it,” Lex said, “but it brushed them
aside like they were nothing.”

“Which is where this comes in,” Dr. Irons said, heaving the wea-
pon around to face them. It hung from a shoulder strap down to
about waist height and it looked even more menacing pointing at
them then it did before.

“What is that thing?” Clark asked.

“A man-portable focused EMP generator,” Lex explained. “We’ve
been working on the project for the military. A non-lethal way to
take out tanks, bases, anything electronic really without harming
the people inside.”

“Do you think it will work?” Lois asked as she put her hand on
Lex’s shoulder in concern.



“Only one way to find out,” Lex said as he rose from his crouch
along with Dr. Irons. Clark moved to join him. “Stay here," Lex told
him. "This is no job for reporters.”

Without another word Lex and Dr. Irons stormed into the room.
Taking a quick survey Lex saw his security guards lying crumpled
on the floor. Thankfully, most looked like they were merely
stunned or injured, but one that he saw lying next to the guard
named Mercy was clearly dead, his neck snapped like a twig. Grit-
ting his teeth in anger Lex turned his attention towards the ship
floating in the center of the room. He had never seen anything so
fascinating in his entire life and yet he couldn’t hate the thing
more.

“Can you understand me!!!” he yelled at the ship. “Can you!?! |
want an explanation for this, damnit!!!”

He couldn’t have been more shocked when it actually responded
in a cold, emotionless voice.

“THEY ATTEMPTED TO INTERFERE AND THAT COULD NOT BE ALLOWED,” it said.
Even as it spoke, its form seemed to shift before Lex’s eyes, un-
folding like a piece of hi-tech origami into a form that resembled a
man. It was easily several heads taller than a normal man with
broad shoulders, yet it floated in the air with a sort of graceful
majesty. A soft blue-green glow coursed through circuitry that
seemed to cover every inch of its armored form. Fins extended
like wings from its back and a grey-skinned head with eyes as
black and cold as the void stared back at them while a triangle of
glowing spheres shimmering on it’s brow like some sort of crown.

“l AM BRAINIAC,” it continued, “AND | HAVE LEARNED MUCH SINCE MY AR-
RIVAL. YOUR WORLD IS IN CHAOS AND CRIES OUT FOR SUCCOR. | WILL BRING OR-
DER TO THIS PATHETIC WORLD. YOU WILL LEARN TO SERVE THE KRYPTONIAN
DOMINION.”

Outside Lois heard Clark’s breath catch in his throat and she now
knew enough to understand why. That ship was from his home-

world and despite its eloquence it had come to conquer, just as
Clark’s biological father had wished him to.

“Well,” Lex responded with a flicker of cocky arrogance in his
voice, “on behalf of the people of Earth you can take your ‘domi-
nion’ and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine!” He gestured to
Dr. Irons who pointed the EMP weapon at Brainiac and fired.

“No one hurts my people and gets to walk away!!!” Lex yelled as a
lance of lightning erupted from the EMP weapon.

The blast stopped short several feet from Brainiac and ricocheted
off some sort of invisible barrier in all directions. Every single
piece of electronics in the Lab exploded outright.

Out in the hallway Lois screamed out in shock and covered her
head as the lights above exploded in showers of sparks and falling
glass. Clark huddled over her to shield her as best he could.

Throughout the building it was the same. Every piece of electron-
ics fried in the massive overload and went dark.

With a wave of its hand, Brainiac released a wave of energy that
sent Lex and Dr. Irons sprawling. As Lex struggled through the
wash of pain to pull himself from the floor he saw the armored
behemoth floating over him.

“YOU SHOULD KNOW BETTER THAN TO STRIKE YOUR BETTERS. | GO NOW TO FIND
THE LAST SON OF KRYPTON. IT IS FOR HIM THAT THE DOMINION IS TO BE RE-
BORN.” Without another word it released another wave of energy
that blew a hole through the wall, revealing the night sky and city
lights beyond. It gave Lex no further notice as it floated out of the
hole and into the night.

“I AM coMING KAL-EL,” Brainiac said to itself as it hung above the
building and looked up at golden globe of the Daily Planet building
in the distance. The computers of this world were primitive and
clumsy, taking far too long to wrest the data it needed from them.



But now it knew where its master lie and nothing would keep it
from its goal.

* % %

Jimmy was still trying to persuade the police to let him through
their lines when he heard the sound of an explosion from the back
of the LexCorp building. His heart skipped a beat when he saw a
glowing winged figure rising above the building. Could this be the
superman he’d been hearing so much about?

He almost forgot about his camera as the figured descended to-
wards them. He could barely concentrate as he fumbled with the
camera and started shooting. Through the lens he saw the crea-
ture clearly and its hollow eyes seemed to bore into his soul,
freezing it in place with dread. A palpable aura of menace seemed
to envelope it and it was all he could do to keep himself from flee-
ing in a mindless panic.

The police had come to similar conclusions and started to open
fire upon the creature, but their shots bounced off its armored
hide and it did not even seem to notice. Instead it spread its arms
wide like some messiah figure and brought them together with a
terrible clap. A shimmering wall of energy erupted from the crea-
ture, flipping police cars and sending the officers flying through
the air. What was left of the crowd began to scatter in panic as
the thing silently floated passed them and towards the city
beyond.

* % %




CHAPTER FIVE:
DESTINY

My fault, Clark thought. All of this is my fault. All I bring is misery. |
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long gone he's reached out from beyond the grave to ensnare me
again.

“Clark, we’ve got to help Lex,” Lois said to her friend. She was
worried about him. He seemed stunned. She had to snap him out
of it. “Come on, Clark. | can’t do this without you.” She took him
by the hand and led him into the lab. Lex was sprawled on the
ground and she rushed to his side, leaving Clark standing there
taking in the scene.

He saw the fallen security guards and his eyes came to rest on the
one who had died, Ramirez his ID said. At that sight his mind final-
ly told him, No more. This wasn’t his fault. That was a lesson it had
taken him a long time to learn and it was still one that was easy to
forget.

It wasn’t his fault, but he had been given great powers and that
gave him a responsibility to use them. He’d spent the last five
years crossing the globe telling himself that he was looking for
where in the world he fit in... but now he understood that it had
never been about where. It had been about how.

Clark Kent you were put here to be a force for good. His father’s
words echoed through his mind.

“Time to get started,” he mumbled to himself. It seemed like his
whole life had been leading to this moment. He knew in an instant
what he had to do. He strode over to Lois and Lex and knelt down
to check on his fallen friend. A quick scan with his x-ray vision
showed no broken bones or internal bleeding. He’d be fine.

“Just take it easy, Lex. Lois and | are going to get help.” He said it
with such purpose that Lois didn’t even question as he pulled her
away and into the hall.

“I know how to stop Brainiac,” Clark told her once he was certain
they were out of earshot, “but I’'m going to need your help.”
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She gave him a confident nod of assurance and he knew he could
count on her.

“Now listen carefully...”

* % k

A few moments later Clark rushed out onto the rooftop of the
LexCorp Aerospace facility. Looking down he saw the scattered
police cars and debris. His ears heard the moans of the injured
and the screams of the terrified. In the distance he could make
out the alien glow making its way into the city.

“I hope Lois is right about this,” he said to himself as he removed
his glasses and tore open his shirt to reveal the uniform beneath.

* % %

Down below Jimmy was still shooting pictures of the devastation
when someone behind him called out.

“Look! Up in the sky...”

He just had time to swing his camera around and snap a picture as
a brilliant red blur streaked over the top of the LexCorp building
and after the creature that had blasted through the police lines
like they were toys.

“What the heck?” Jimmy exclaimed. He switched his digital cam-
era to ‘review’ mode, praying his camera caught something more
than his eye had. He found the frame and saw the slightly blurry
image of a man in a red cape with a brilliant crimson ‘S” symbol



emblazoned upon his chest. Even though the picture was too
blurry to make out the man's face Jimmy knew without a doubt
that this was the man that everyone had seen save the space
plane.

“Go get him Superman!” he called out into the night sky even
though the figure was long gone. It was only after he’d done so
that he noticed people were watching him rather oddly.

“Yup,” he said to himself, “life is fair. Some people get to fly and
lift planes while my power is to make a complete goober of myself
regardless of the situation.”

* %k 3k

Clark raced after Brainiac, coming up on him at just under the
speed of sound. Down below he could see it effortlessly scatter a
hastily assembled roadblock manned by the Metropolis S.W.A.T.
Team. Without a second thought Clark swept down out of the sky,
interposing himself between the sentient Kryptonian artifact and
the fleeing officers.

“Brainiac, stand down!” he called out in a booming voice that
easily cut through the cries of panic all around him. If this ship was
programmed to see him as its master maybe it would listen to
him.

“KAL-EL, AT LAST.” Brainiac called out as it finally noticed his pres-
ence. It was as if every erg of power within the being were now
focused solely upon his presence.

“THE DAY IS AT HAND,” it continued and Clark saw Brainiac’s form be-
gin to glow and a rippling torrent of energy began to build around
its form. “TODAY, SON OF KRYPTON, YOU MEET YOUR DESTINY.”

The torrent exploded outwards from Brainiac’s form. It washed
over Clark with no effect, but everywhere else it touched the
world was transformed. Buildings, vehicles, even the plants and

trees warped and transformed around him, reshaping themselves
in alien ways. He saw buildings transforming into golden spires
and knew that what he was seeing was a likeness of Krypton.

“l GIVE YOU YOUR BIRTHRIGHT, KAL-EL!” Brainiac exclaimed, “KRYPTON
REBORN!”

Everywhere around him, people were panicking and fleeing as
best they could. Some were being caught up by the shifting envi-
ronment and were hurled into the air or snagged on spires that
rose from the ground. In a flash, Clark was airborne catching or
freeing each person in turn and carrying them to the ground and
relative safety.

“Clear the area!” Clark yelled to the last two he saved, a middle-
aged woman and young man. Then he again turned his attention
to Brainiac.

“l said, STAND DOWN!!!" Clark roared, this time in Kryptonian...
letting loose with a burst of heat vision to emphasize his point.
The bursts of heat were absorbed harmlessly by Brainiac’s shields,
but they certainly seemed to get its attention. The building energy
around it started to collapse in on itself and the changes to the
surrounding area disappeared with it.

“I DO NOT UNDERSTAND KAL-EL,” Brainiac said in Kryptonian, as if re-
garding him truly for the first time. “THIS IS YOUR FATHER’S GRAND DE-
SIGN. WHY DO YOU STAND IN ITS WAY?”

“Because his design and your actions are endangering innocent
people,” Clark replied, switching back to his native and more com-
fortable English. Brainiac had already shown itself to be multilin-
gual, he had just used the Kryptonian to get its attention.

Brainiac seemed to regard the last of the fleeing people. “LESSER
BEINGS ARE IRRELEVANT,” it stated. “THEY SERVE THE DOMINION WITH THEIR
LIVES AND THEIR DEATHS. YOU SHOULD KNOW THIS KAL-EL. SURELY JOR-EL’S



PROGRAM HAS PREPARED YOU FOR THIS DAY? SHOWN YOU YOUR PLACE IN ALL
OF THIS?”

“l know what my father’s plans were and | reject them,” Clark re-
sponded. “I've found my place despite him and it’s standing right
here between you and these people. You are not going to harm
them and you are not going to conquer them in the name of some
Dominion that’s been dust for decades.” His glare was cold as ice
as he stared down Brainiac. “Now for the last time... STAND
DOWN or | will make you stand down.”

“NEGATIVE,” Brainiac responded in the same maddening mono-
tone. “YOUR FATHER’S DIRECTIVES ARE CLEAR. KRYPTON MUST BE REBORN AND
YOU WILL RULE. REFUSAL OF YOUR DIRECTIVES WILL FORCE ME TO TAKE DRASTIC
MEASURES.”

To emphasize the point, Brainiac fired a directed bolt of energy at
Clark that sent him hurtling through the air and to the ground fifty
feet away.

“Likewise,” Clark said as he got to his feet and wiped a bit of blood
from his mouth with is gloved hand. Without another word he let
loose with a torrent of heat vision that caught on Brainiac’s
shields and made the air before the armored giant ripple from the
heat.

Clark saw the circuits in Brainiac’s armor begin to glow brighter as
it focused its energy and used it to push back his heat vision to-
wards him. In a matter of seconds he could see the beam had al-
most pushed his heat vision back to his own eyes. In an eye blink
he dropped his heat vision and raced at super speed out of the
beam’s path. No longer impeded, the beam cut clean through a
car that had been behind him and burned the pavement behind it
into molten slag.

Clark wasted no time. He rushed in at full super speed, tackled
Brainiac and, despite the coruscating energy of it’s shields tearing
through him, carried it aloft with him in a long ballistic arc.

He had feared he would not be able to reason with the brute...
just as he’d never had any luck with the Jor-El program. Maybe it
was because he had been raised by and around humanity for his
entire life, but he just couldn’t truly understand their alien mind-
set. It didn’t really matter. One way or another he had to take
Brainiac down.

The arc was coming to an end and Clark could make out the Lex-
Corp Aerospace facility below them along with the crowd that was
still gathered around the front. Gritting his teeth at the strain he
drove Brainiac down into the middle of the airfield, the largest
uninhabited and open area he could think of, and succeeded in
embedding the machine several feet into the ground. Brainiac re-
covered almost instantly though and batted Clark aside.

Unfortunately, Brainiac seemed to be just as hard to damage as
he was himself.

Indeed, that was what Clark was counting on.

“Come on Lois,” Clark said as he again got to his feet, “anytime
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now.

* % %

Lois could hear the sound of crunching glass beneath her feat and
could just barely make out the hallway ahead of her in the dim
light provided by the showers of sparks that spastically erupted
from the lights and video surveillance cameras. It took her just
over two minutes to make her way to Lex’s office. Once there she
headed straight for Lex’s desk and grabbed the chuck of meteor
rock from it.

Throwing it into her purse, she rushed for the closest emergency
exit. She slammed open the door and ran out onto the back lawn.
She could just make out Clark and Brainiac battling out in the cen-
ter or the airfield. A service car with the LexCorp logo was sitting
nearby and she ran for it... grateful to find it unlocked and with



the keys inside. Normally there would be a security guard in the
car and they would be patrolling the airfield, but she suspected
that guard was currently among the fallen in the lab up above.

As she cranked the engine to life and barreled out onto the field
she didn’t see Jimmy off in the distance. He couldn’t see who was
driving, but when he saw what direction the car was going he just
had to wonder, “Who in their right mind would be running to-
wards that!?”

As the car raced down the tarmac Lois called out, “Don’t worry
Clark...”

* %k 3k

GX L QY «@uikWeary Ldistigish with his super hearing. He
just needed a few moments more. He let fly with a rapid fire
combination of heat vision and blasts of superbreath, trying futile-

ly to alternately heat and cool Brainiac’s systems in an effort to
breach his shields.

Brainiac just shrugged off the assault and again sent Clark hurtling
to the ground with a bolt of energy.

As Clark cleared his head and prepared to stand he saw Brainiac
hovering over him.

“YOU CAN NOT STOP ME KAL-EL,” It proclaimed. “MY POWER IS FAR GREAT-
ER THAN YOURS.”

“l don’t need greater power,” Clark told the monster as he saw
the LexCorp car come to a stop barely twenty feet from them and
Lois scramble out. He gave Brainiac a wicked grin. “I’'ve got her.”

Brainiac turned to regard Lois with an almost quizzical expression
as she pulled the chunk of meteor rock out of her purse and
hurled it with all her might towards Clark and Brainiac.

The effects were immediate and obvious. Clark winced visibly as
the lethal radiation began to interact with his cells, but Brainiac
was completely overwhelmed, the light from its circuits beginning
to fluctuate wildly as it came crashing to the ground.

“Hurts, doesn’t it?” Clark said through gritted teeth as he stag-
gered towards the glowing green rock. “It’s called kryptonite... a
lethal piece of home. The radiation... it interacts with the power
we store... in my cells... in your systems. Causes it to overload and
boil away.”

Clark reached out and, visibly shaking, picked up the kryptonite
fragment.

“I grew up around it,” he gasped. “I learned how to push through
the pain when | had to. Let’s see if you can say the same!ll”

With the last of his strength Clark plunged the kryptonite frag-
ment into Brainiac’s chest and dropped to his knees in utter pain
and exhaustion. The fragment tore through Brainiac’s armor like it
was tinfoil, embedding itself entirely.

Brainiac screamed out in abject inhuman agony as glowing green
cracks began to form in its armor.

* % %

All the way back at the LexCorp Aerospace building that scream
could be heard. Jimmy and the other bystanders watched in terri-
fied fascination. Several stories above them Lex and Dr. Irons ma-
naged to half crawl, half stagger to the breach in the wall. Lex
could just make out two figures, one in a red-cloak, near the alien
creature. As he continued to watch, the glow from the creature
began to pulse and fluctuate erratically.

* * 3k

Back at ground zero, Clark felt the strength flowing back into him.
Brainiac’s armored body, so effective at keeping attacks outs, now



shielded him from enough of the deadly radiation that he could
again act. Faster than the human eye could follow he sped to-
wards Lois, gathered her up in his arms and tore into the sky. He
had experienced the destruction of his own ship years before and
knew somewhat what to expect. He just hoped the miles of open
tarmac would be enough distance to limit the damage the blast
would do.

As Clark flew off Brainiac managed to raise a single pleading arm
towards the being he would call master and pleaded, “WHy, KAL-
EL?”

Then the containment fields of it's power core failed and its ar-
mored form was vaporized in a mammoth blue-green ball of fire
and a wave of energy that tore up pavement, shattered windows
and flipped cars all the way back to the Aerospace building.

* %k 3k

As the roar of the explosion died away, Jimmy pulled himself up
from the ground where he had thrown himself when he saw the
wall of blue-green fire racing towards him. He checked his camera
and found to his relief that it was still working. In the distance he
could hear fire and police sirens blaring as they approached and
the sound of helicopters flying overhead. This place was going to
be a media circus in a matter of minutes and he was already right
in the middle of it.

“I. LOVE. MY. LIFE!!!” Jimmy screamed out to no one in particular.
He didn’t even care about the odd looks.

* % %

Lex and Dr. Irons didn’t give the raving lunatic in the parking lot
the slightest notice as they staggered out of the LexCorp Aero-
space building. Their attention was on the airfield beyond where
spotlights from the helicopters overhead were sweeping across

the landscape. A massive smoking crater was all that remained of
where the behemoth had been.

“Did you see them?” Lex asked of Dr. Irons. “Did you see if they
got clear?” He had reflexively ducked and covered a few seconds
before the blast and had not seen whether the two figures near
the alien creature had actually gotten away before the explosion.

“I hope so,” Dr. Irons responded. “I don’t think anything could
have survived being at ground zero.”

Lex focused his attention on the airfield, hoping to catch sight of
survivors. It never occurred to him to look up.

* % %

Far above Lex, the choppers and everything else, Clark held Lois
close in his arms.

Lois looked down on the scene and found that she was not fearful
of the heights at all. Indeed, she'd never felt safer.

“I'm guessing it worked?” She finally asked.

“It worked,” Clark confirmed. He smiled fondly at her. “You did
great.”

“All 1 did was bring you a meteor rock,” Lois responded trying to
sound modest in the face of his flattery. “You’re the one who did
the hard stuff.”

Clark decided they could both take some credit for the victory.
“We make a good team,” he told her.

“Speaking of which,” Lois said as an idea struck her, “how do you
think Perry would react to an ‘exclusive interview’ with Superman
by Clark Kent and Lois Lane?”



Clark laughed at that. He knew she’d think of something on that
front. “I think he’d be flying higher than we are,” he told her, “and
that is, technically, what you were doing all afternoon.”

“We’ll have to edit it for content of course,” Lois added, getting
into the spirit of it.

“Of course,” Clark agreed, “and | think the by-line should read ‘by
Lois Lane and Clark Kent.” Superman was YOUR idea after all,” he
said as he gestured to his uniform.

Lois just smiled back to him in response and, as they looked into
each other’s eyes, for a moment it felt as if they were the only
two people in the universe. As their eyes began to close and their
mouths inched closer it took every ounce of Clark’s willpower to
stop himself.

“Lex...” he said sadly.
“What?” Lois said, snapping out of the moment.

“Lex has got to be worried about you,” Clark said. “You've already
gone and run off on him twice today. Both times because of me.”

“I... I should go find him,” Lois agreed reluctantly.

Without another word Clark started to descend towards the air-
field below.

Even as they came down, someone must have seen them coming
because a whole crowd of bystanders was starting to surge for-
ward onto the field towards them despite the best efforts of the
police.

Clark finally set Lois down a few hundred yards from the advanc-
ing crowd and again looked into her eyes.

“Brainiac caused a lot of damage out there,” he told her. “There
are probably still a lot of people who need my help tonight.”

“Then you should probably go help them,” Lois said, dreading the
parting. What if he still decided to run away after this?

As if reading her mind or at least the fear upon her face he reas-
sured her. “I'll check in with you at the Planet in a few hours.
We've still got a story to write.”

She gave him a smile as a sense of relief came over her. He was
just turning to go when she caught his hand. There was something
she had to tell him.

“Clark. Thank you. For flying back to me. It was worth the wait.”

Clark’s smile grew bigger than she’d ever seen it in that moment
and his hand seemed to linger in hers for what felt like forever.
Then, before the crowd could get too close he released her hand
and flew off into the night.

* % %

She was still just standing there with what she was certain was a
goofy smile on her face when the crowd finally reached her with
Lex in the lead.

lll

Lex embraced her tightly with a look of relief on his face.
thought that would be you out on the field,” he whispered before
he pulled away slightly. He looked up into the night sky after the
cloaked figure. “Was that...?”

“...Superman?” Lois finished for him. She was still feeling a little
giddy and took a few steps in the direction Clark had flown.
“Yeah,” she confirmed, unable to suppress her grin, “that was SU-
PERMAN.”

“And what did he want?” Lex asked her, a note of suspicion in his
voice. “What did he tell you?”

“He told me... That he’s here to help,” she told him with a tone of
absolute contentment. Something had changed in her today and



she didn't know what exactly that was going to mean, but she
didn't want to go back. She again looked up into the night sky and
could just barely make out Clark's flowing red cape in the dis-
tance.

People are going to have to get used to that, she thought to her-
self as she felt another big goofy smile grow on her face.

A smile mirrored by Clark as he looked back at her across the dis-
tance. He didn’t know how this story was going to end, but that
almost didn’t matter at this point. This is only the beginning, he
realized. For both of us.

And with that, bolstered by the knowledge that she would be
there by his side, Clark turned and headed off to begin the never-
ending battle for truth and justice.

* %k 3k

EPILOGUE

A voice was weeping in the darkness. Then, slowly it came to real-
ize that it was no longer alone. One by one the glowing Krypto-
nian symbols around him again started to glow.

Milton Fine stopped his weeping and gazed up at the sight with a
look of dread.

“EMERGENCY BACKUP SYSTEMS ONLINE,” announced the cold voice of
Brainiac. “UNANTICIPATED VARIABLES NECESSITATE AN ALTERNATE COURSE OF
ACTION.” Milton felt the presence’s attention turn towards him.

“MY ORIGINAL FORM AND ALL ITS POWER IS LOST TO ME,” it said. “YOUR
FORM WILL HAVE TO DO.”

With a jolt Milton Fine awoke from his coma. He seemed to be
perfectly normal as he arose from the hospital bed, save for the
brief flicker of blue-green light that played over his eyes.

* % %

The story continues in dMetropolis: Viewpointsé



