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CHAPTER ONE
 
   “Okay, everyone,” Nico says from the front of the bus, standing even as we’re driving down the street.  “This is going to be a test--so even if you’re having fun, don’t forget it, got it?  Your job is to NOT stick out when surrounded by norms.  If you don’t think you can pull it off, well, you’re out of luck, because as soon as we’re dropped off the Hall is taking the bus back--we won’t be seeing it again until this afternoon.”
 
   I raise my hand as high as it’ll go.  “What, Em?” Nico asks.
 
   “I want to bring Ditto.”
 
   “Then bring her out now--no poofing out of existence or doing things a normal kid wouldn’t be able to do, though, got it?”
 
   “YES!” I say as my Doppelganger poofs into existence next to me--I glare at her, though, because that seat’s already taken.  “Ditto, get off of Aubrey!”
 
   “But I LOVE Aubrey!” Ditto says, hugging our sister happily.  Aubrey lets out a little squeak of laughter before hugging her back.  
 
   “I got a question,” Jack says from the seat behind ours.  “I can’t exactly NOT stick out, y’know?  And I’m pretty sure I can’t swim, either, so why am I getting dragged along again?”
 
   “Trust exercise.  You’re going to have to trust Ace to keep up his illusion,” Nico says, grinning a bit evilly.
 
   “No way, no how,” Jack says, shooting a dark look in the general direction of the Goth boy in question.  “I’m NOT going to a pool as Jackie.  The only bikinis we’re going to see are the ones on official girls, got it?” he says.  “I’ll fly home.”
 
   “Oh come on, man, live a little,” Sunny says from where he’s liberally applying suntan lotion on his nose.  Do super heroes even get sun-burnt?  I hope so, because other than that I have no idea why he wants to look like an utter dork.
 
   “Sunny, put the suntan lotion away,” Adanna says, flipping the page of the book she’s reading in an idle motion.  “You look like an idiot.”
 
   “I know,” he says with a wide grin.  “I’m trying to outdo Justin over there.”
 
   “It’s a lost cause,” half of the bus tells him.
 
   “Hey, I worked hard on this outfit,” Justin says.  He’s wearing the gaudiest looking Hawaiian shirt I’ve ever seen, with swim trunks that have a giant flower pattern, and huge plastic rimmed sunglasses.  I can sort of understand why, of course.  Justin used to be one of the biggest teen idols around.  He’s only in Cape High because he lost control of his powers at his last concert and accidentally sent a few of his fans to the hospital.  It still doesn’t forgive that shirt, though.  I don’t think ANYTHING could.  Well, except maybe being blind.  Justin isn’t blind.
 
   I grunt as I’m pushed almost into the aisle, glancing over at Ditto, who’s making herself comfortable between me and Aubrey.  I bet you’re wondering why I’m not sitting with Trent, right?  Well, I mean, if you know that he’s my boyfriend, that is.  It’s because Aubrey’s been working on a project again lately--she’s a healer--and she’s been gone for a lot of the time after school, trying to get that poor puppy that was experimented on back to health.  I miss her!  Ditto seems to, too, because she’s leaning her head against Aubrey’s chest like a little kid.
 
   “Hey, why did you get middle?” I ask her.  “Switch places with Aubrey.”
 
   “We’re almost there, Emily, she doesn’t need to--” Aubrey starts out, only to sigh as Emily jumps over her, “switch places,” she finishes as we hug her.  The bus pulls to a stop just as I’m getting comfortable.  “See?  We’re here.”
 
   We watch as the kids in the front get up, filing out the door.  I reluctantly stand as it reaches our row, grabbing the bag of toys and swimsuits that Liz packed for us from the rack over our heads.  It’s promptly taken as Trent steps behind me.  “Here, I’ll get it,” he says.
 
   “I can get it,” I tell him, not trying too hard to get it back, really.  I mean, when your boyfriend is a tank, he makes for a great bag boy--I blink as Sunny hangs his own bag over Trent’s shoulder, and then hangs Adanna’s, and--before I can say anything, Trent’s carrying the back half of the bus’s stuff–all of it.
 
   “That’s a form of bullying, you know,” Nico points out from where he’s still lounging in the front of the bus.
 
   “No it’s not.  He’s Trent,” Sunny says.
 
   “It is when you’re norms, which is what you are for the day, remember?”
 
   The bags are grabbed off of my boyfriend, but he grabs mine before I can tug it away.  “Carrying your girlfriend’s bag isn’t being bullied,” he tells me firmly.  It’s a huge bag--it’s got my stuff, Ditto’s stuff and Aubrey’s stuff inside, but he doesn’t seem to notice.  He wouldn’t.  He’s picked up buses bigger than the one we’re in, after all.
 
   “Love you, Trent!” Ditto--yes, not me--Ditto says, jumping up to kiss him on the cheek before hauling Aubrey off the bus with her.
 
   “Thank you,” I say, blushing slightly as I hug him before chasing after the others.  Sometimes I swear I’m going to murder my doppelganger.  She pulls things like that in front of the entire school all the time!  It’s embarrassing!
 
   “Oh, please, like you weren’t thinking it,” she drawls as I catch up to her and punch her in the arm.  “Look how red she is, Aub!  So funny!”
 
   “You’re a flirt,” I tell her.
 
   “So?  He’s our boyfriend, I can flirt if I want!”
 
   I roll my eyes and promptly jump on her back as soon as she looks back to Aubrey.  She lets out a yelp, but grabs my legs and carries me piggy-back to the large group of kids from the school.  They’re waiting for Nico to come and get them in.  Most of them are zoo kids, but there’s a few new faces mingling--Jimmi, who I met in Texas a little while back, and Rocco, who showed up this weekend in a ratty set of clothes and nothing else to his name.  
 
   So far, I don’t know anything about him except his name.  Maybe I can use this pool party thing to find out more!  I blink as Trent pulls to a stop next to us, putting the bags down for a moment.  Nico walks past us, looking perfectly comfortable with a massive group of kids turning to watch him silently.  I wonder if we’ve already blown our “norm” cover with that.  Normal kids don’t wait silently for a teacher before they bellow for silence a few times, right?
 
   Nico stops in front of all of us, looking at us for a long moment.  “Ace, go get Jack--and no Jackie this time, got it?” he says as his eyes land on the Goth boy.
 
   “Yeah, okay, but--”
 
   “No buts, either.  As for the rest of you--try not to break anything, no running near the pool, and if you get called out by a lifeguard, do what you’re told to, got it?”
 
   “You’re staying, right?” Zoe asks him.
 
   “Yeah, I’m staying.  Honestly a few others plan on stopping by, as well,” Nico says, looking up at the sign of the glassed in water park.  It reads “Central Hall Water Park.”  He shrugs as he looks back at us.  “Try and pick out the ones you don’t already know and you’ll get extra credit for one class of your choice.”  He turns, going up to the front gate and handing over some paperwork as we look at each other curiously.
 
   “Is Jeanie coming?” I ask Trent.  “Liz can’t come, which really sucks.  She’d be a lot of fun!”
 
   “Don’t tell her that,” he says quietly, “otherwise she’ll go buy a swimsuit and electrocute everyone in the pool.”
 
   “Oh, good point.”  Liz is my foster mom, mine and Aubrey’s.  She’s got the ability to turn into pure electricity.  “But she takes showers,” I say, trying to figure it out.
 
   “Yeah, she can turn it off for that long, but it’s still a risk when there’s norms involved,” he says.  “If it’s unnecessary don’t risk it, right?”
 
   “Trent, she’s using me as a horse again,” Ditto complains, making him look at her.  He reaches up, grinning as he ruffles her hair.
 
   “You’re tough, Ditto, you can handle it,” he tells her.
 
   “Okay, boys and girls, we’re going in,” Nico says as he heads for us.  “Keep together, make sure no one gets lost--especially Carla,” he drawls as he passes the adorable black girl in question.  “You’ve got to behave, got it?”
 
   “Ye-eesss,” she says, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “No running, got it?  None.  Even if we HAVE questioned your ability to run on water, we’ll test it somewhere not public.”
 
   “Aww.”  That was half the school, if you’re wondering.  
 
   “And now that Jack is back we can go in,” he goes on as we look over.  There’s Jack, looking completely human--with a blue Mohawk.  Wow, Ace is good.  “Looks good.”
 
   “I’m only doing this because it’ll be funny seeing him sink,” Ace says, making Jack snort.
 
   “If it makes you feel better, there are gigantic water guns you can hit people with,” Nico says. 
 
   The two look at each other.  “I do believe I’ve just lost my date for today,” Aubrey says, laughing as they grin evilly.
 
   “I’ll be your date!” Ditto says, dropping me and grabbing her cheerfully.  “Let’s try surfing!”
 
   “I really doubt I’ll be good--” Aubrey starts out, only to be dragged off.  Thankfully I landed on my feet, I think as I grab our bag from Trent.
 
   “We’ll be out as soon as we’re dressed, okay?” I tell him, racing after the other two.  I’m a little nervous, actually, going to a pool full of teenagers in bikinis.  Look, of all the girls in the school I’m the least “looks good in a bikini.”  I’m flat as a board, short, and my hair is choppy and bright red.
 
   Actually--
 
   “Sunny!” I say, veering off course to grab the sleepy looking teen by the arm.  “Give me your suntan lotion.”
 
   “What for?” he asks, looking down at the arm I’m grabbing.  His girlfriend is standing right next to him, so I guess it WAS a bad move.  I switch, grabbing Adanna’s arm instead.
 
   “Tell him to give me the suntan lotion, Danna?” I ask, looking up at her and batting my eyes.  “I don’t want to risk getting sun-burnt--I’m a redhead, you know?”
 
   “Your girlfriend’s in full flirt mode today, man,” I hear Jack say.  I glance back to see him and Trent watching me.
 
   “Give her the suntan lotion, Sunny,” Adanna says, reaching up and patting me on the head.  “She would look terrible with a burn.”  I grin at her and grab the bottle Sunny offers before racing off to the changing room.
 
   “She’s just excited,” I hear Trent say as I enter the changing room.  
 
   “Finally!” Ditto says.  “We thought you’d never get here!”
 
   I toss her the bottle of suntan lotion and dig through the bag, pulling out the swimsuits to hand out.  “Aubrey, Ditto, and me,” I say, pulling out my suit.  I hesitate, looking at the two-piece hesitantly for a moment.  “You think I picked the right one?” I ask finally.
 
   “It’s perfect,” Aubrey promises as Zoe comes out of her changing stall in a sexy little black and white suit.  I love her, but seriously, my little bit of self confidence plummets at the sight.  Stupid, I know, but it’s a girl thing.  “Go on, Trent’s waiting, right?” Aubrey encourages me.  “And I want to find Jack before he decides to mess with that water gun thing.  I’d like to spend at least a few minutes with him before we try surfing.”  We all head into the little changing rooms, changing quickly and heading out.
 
   I’m a bit worried, still.  The sight of Trent standing outside the changing area, dressed in a pair of dark blue swimming trunks and sunglasses almost has me turning around--until he starts to laugh.  “Really?” he asks, staring at my swimsuit.
 
   “I happen to LIKE Kid Liberty,” I say, sticking my nose in the air.  The top is more of a sports bra in shape, dark blue in color with a silver Kid’s Liberty symbol across the chest.  The bottom is a pair of boyish swim trunks with silver lace down the sides.  Ditto comes out a few seconds later, wearing a one piece with Liz’s mask clad picture printed across the front and her symbol on the butt.  She turns to show that part off.
 
   “Liz bought that, didn’t she?” Trent asks.
 
   “I picked it out!” Ditto says, hugging her swimsuit happily.  “It’s the next best thing,” she adds with a serious nod.  She wanted Liz to come, too.  We REALLY love our foster mom, okay?  But when your foster mom just happens to be one of the few S class females out there, not to mention someone that absolutely adores you, how can you not?  It’s so different from our last foster family.
 
   “It figures she’d get girls as obsessed with her as she is,” Trent says, shaking his head and taking our bag from us again.  “We’ve got a row of cubbies for this stuff, so get what you need and I’ll put the rest up,” he says.  We grab our things out of the bag and I grab the suntan lotion from Ditto, holding it up to him.
 
   “I don’t want to burn, so can you help us put this on when you get back?” I ask, only to flush as he laughs.
 
   “Yeah, I’d be happy to,” he says, heading away with our mostly empty bag.
 
   “Nice job, Em!” Ditto says, elbowing me.
 
   “What?  I can’t reach my ba--” I stop as she just stares pointedly at me.  “Oh, right.” I can always reach my back--there are two of me.  “Oh well!”  Not like I’d take it back even if I could.
 
   “Jack!  Don’t you DARE!” I hear Aubrey bellow from the water area, followed by the sound of her and several others squealing.  I move, trying to see what’s going on while I wait for Trent to come out.
 
   “Is there a reason you’re just standing here?” someone asks from behind us, making a tiny part of my mind twitch without even realizing it.  I turn, looking blankly at a tall-ish blonde girl, one that’s glaring at Ditto.  She turns that glare on me.  “What, twin stupidity?” she asks, her hands on her hips.  “You’re blocking the way to the cubbies.”
 
   I move a step forward, intent on giving her a piece of my mind, only to blink as someone grabs my hand.  I glance up at Trent, who automatically wraps an arm around my waist.  “Don’t,” he says quietly as the blonde glares at us and walks on past.
 
   “Yeah, whatever,” I mutter, glaring after her for a moment before looking at him.  “Let’s go swimming!”  We rush in, only to stop and stare as we see the massive park in front of us.  There’s a gigantic swimming pool straight ahead.  To the right there’s a lazy river with people on inner tubes just relaxing as the twisting path pulls them along.  To the left is a massive water battle field.  I’ve never seen something like that before, I think blankly.
 
   There are a ton of little kids in the field, chasing each other with squirt guns and water balloons, dodging the various spouts of water or hiding in the trenches that are probably small pools.  To the side, though, are the really powerful water guns, the ones that are attached to the ground.  That’s where I see Jack and Aubrey fighting over the biggest gun on the floor.
 
   “Swimming or water gun fight?” Trent asks me as Ditto hops onto his back.  We get a few strange looks, one guy with “twins” but I ignore them, looking for the most fun thing to do.  “The moment we go on the field you know Jack’s going to shoot us,” he points out.
 
   “Let’s do...” I stop, my eyes going huge as I see the biggest water slide I’ve ever seen in my life, “that,” I say, practically drooling as I point up at it.
 
   He follows my pointing, looking up at the skyscraper that’s masquerading as a slide, and lets out a whistle.  “Wow, if I fell from that I’d definitely learn to fly,” he declares.
 
   “Let’s do it!” Ditto says, cheering loudly.  “Onward, to The Plunge!”
 
   We head for the line, waiting patiently for our chance to get on the massive scale to be weighed.  You wouldn’t think we’d top 550--we don’t, but we’re close enough that the guy with the piece of paper in his hand looks at us a little strangely.  I mean, Ditto and I barely top the five foot mark and are as skinny as can be, while Trent doesn’t have an ounce of fat on him.  He’s just muscular--and REALLY heavy.
 
   “I work out,” Trent says blandly when the look lasts too long.
 
   “He does,” I say, pointing at his arm, “ALL the time.”
 
   “Yep,” Ditto agrees.  “So can we go up the stairs yet?”
 
   “First I have to read this to you,” the man says, still looking at Trent a bit strangely.  He rattles off a lot of words, which I promptly ignore, then motions us up the massive stairway to the top.
 
   “Did you see his face?” Ditto asks as we start up the steps, joining a seriously long line.  “Think he figured it out?”
 
   “He would have if it’d been Jack,” Trent admits.  “He started out at almost four, but last we checked he was nearing five--Dad thinks he’s going through a growth spurt.”
 
   “Shhh,” I say, noticing the norms in front of us glancing back.  “His brother’s seriously fat,” I tell one that’s bold enough to keep looking.  “Like REALLY fat.  Don’t go judging,” I add, giving him a dirty look.  “Fat people are people too!”
 
   Trent starts laughing, wrapping an arm around my waist to pull me back.  “Calm down, he didn’t say anything, Em,” he says.  The line starts moving, but Trent doesn’t put me down, merely carries me up the stairs as if I weigh nothing.  
 
   “I can walk,” I say finally, even though I’ve gotten really comfortable already.  There’s just something so awesome about being able to be carried at my age.
 
   “I know,” he says.  “Just wait until I tell Jack you stood up for him, his mind is going to be blown.”
 
   “She called him fat,” Ditto says, licking an ice cream bar as she hops up the stairs in front of us.  When did she get ice cream?  Oh man, she made it appear, didn’t she?  Nico’s going to kill us... “I don’t see how that’s sticking up for him,” she goes on.
 
   “Where’d she--” Trent asks me silently.
 
   “Don’t ask,” I mutter.  “He’s a fat head, at least,” I add to Ditto.
 
   “Don’t see me arguing,” she says cheerfully.  “Hey, hey, can I be in front?  It’s one of those raft thingies, I’ve always wanted to be in front!”
 
   “But--” I start out.  “I want to be in front, too.”
 
   “How about this,” he says, putting me down as the line stops again, “Ditto goes in front the first time, Em the second, and then we go swimming?”
 
   “That works!” Ditto says before I can respond.  The group in front of us gets into the raft and I dare to look down, watching in wonder as they race straight down the slide.  Before I know it, we’re being strapped in and sent over the edge.  I scream the entire way down, lifting my hands in the air.  I wish I could fly--I don’t think I’ll ever be able to, though.
 
   “Yeah!” Trent says when we pull to a stop.  He hops out, picking first me and then Ditto out of the ride.  “Let’s do that again!”
 
   “Sure--” I start out, only to stop as people start screaming.  We automatically start looking around, Trent groaning loudly already.  He doesn’t even know what’s happened and he’s already sure that it’s one of our--
 
   The crashing sound of glass comes from overhead and we all look up, watching in shock as Mega comes crashing into the area, glass pieces sprinkling down on us.  I hear people scream more, trying to get out of the crowded pool before the large super hero lands on them--and Nico shoots out, grabbing him before he crashes.
 
   “There goes our cover,” Trent says with a sigh.  Nico at least slipped a mask on before flying, but it’s pretty obvious that he was already here.  He’s wearing swimming trunks, after all.  Trent looks upward, instead, staring through the hole with a dark expression on his face.
 
   “What?” I ask him.
 
   “Who was it that did it to him?” Trent asks.  “This district is run by Pan--Pan can’t fly.  Ace is over there, Jack is right there, and Max is...” he looks around before pointing, “hanging out with Vinny drinking a smoothie,” he says.  “It’s not one of us, either.  And Mega isn’t that easy to toss.”
 
   The norms are freaking out, trying to get away from the shattered pieces of glass and find out what happened to one of our resident Hall members.  “Correction,” Ditto says, “Mega isn’t that easy to knock out.”  She points to where Nico is crouching over the super in question, a scowl on his face as he tries to wake him up.  Trent’s expression changes to worry and he rushes forward, pushing his way through the crowd to get to his uncle.
 
   I’ve got no choice but to follow,  Mega’s family, too.  We somehow manage to get close enough to see Aubrey slipping through the crowd.  She stops beside me, a worried look on her face.  “Did you see what happened?” she asks.
 
   “No, Trent’s worried, too,” I whisper back.  “He couldn’t think of a villain that isn’t either here already or can’t fly.  Something’s going on.”
 
   Aubrey nods and heads forward, only to get pushed back by a large male norm.  “This isn’t a place for little girls,” the man says bossily.
 
   “Let her through,” Nico says, making the large man look at him.  “I said let her through.  Now!”  The large man hesitates, then moves aside, letting Aubrey through.  “Ace, mask her,” Nico says, touching his ear.  A mask appears on Aubrey’s face as she steps into the small circle around Mega’s inert body.  Then, because apparently Ace is an overachiever, she “shifts” into a strange alien being with dark purple skin and floating hair.
 
   She kneels down next to Mega, touching his arm.  I can’t see the usual eye color change or the floating hair because of the illusion, but I know it’s happening.  Mega jerks, waking up and staring blankly at her.  “What--”
 
   “Hi, Mega,” she says, waving a three finger hand at her.  “We’ve got to stop meeting like this.”
 
   “Oh.  Thanks, Au--” he stops himself, deciding just to hug her instead.  “Thanks,” he says, getting up.  “I’ve got to go,” he adds, looking at Nico before turning to the crowd.  “No need to worry, folks, just saving a plane from crashing!  We’ll have some people in to clean this up in no time.”  Then he takes to the air, flying out the same hole he came crashing through.
 
   “We’ve got some cuts over here!” someone shouts.
 
   “I’m coming!” Aubrey says, standing and heading for the injured people.  I look at Trent, then at Nico.
 
   “That wasn’t a plane, was it?” Trent asks silently.
 
   “We’ll find out soon enough,” Nico says.  “Until then, go round up the kids and we’ll get going as soon as Aub is done.”  Then he stops, watching silently as a tall blonde woman and her daughter head straight for us.  Oh great, I think, it’s that blonde girl that complained about us blocking the way.
 
   “Technico,” she says.
 
   “Melissa,” Nico says blandly.  “Surprised to see you here.”
 
   The blonde is glaring at me and Ditto--no, not the adult one, the mini-me.  “Do you know what happened?” Melissa asks, placing a hand on the mini-me’s shoulder.
 
   “We’ll find out later.  I wasn’t exactly expecting someone to drop in--Trent, girls, you’ve got a job to do, right?”
 
   “I’ll get the guys in the water fight,” I say, running off.  I should have known that the mini-me was one of us.  Her mom practically screams super.  That plus the fact she’s approaching Nico with the kid in tow--
 
   “I don’t want her to come to our school,” Ditto mutters, only to jump on Jack’s back.  “Time to go metal head!” she says cheerfully.  He doesn’t even budge with the extra weight.
 
   “Not until Aubrey’s done,” he says, watching the line that she’s healing.  “Stupid norms tryin’ to hit on my girlfriend,” he mutters darkly.  “That guy wasn’t even that cut up, the pansy.”
 
   “Ace!” I say, heading for the other bad boy on the field.  “Looking pale as usual,” I add as I reach him.  “We’ve got to go as soon as Aub’s done, so if you want to shoot Jack one more time, now’s the chance!”
 
   “Good point,” Ace says, grabbing one of the massive water guns and shooting it straight at Jack--and Ditto.  Whoops.  She lets out a squeal.
 
   “Sorry, not sorry!” I call over to her evilly.  I bump fists with Ace, grinning from ear to ear.
 
   “So you know what happened?” Ace asks me quietly.
 
   “Nope, not yet,” I admit.  “I think it’s bothering Trent, too,” I add as I look at my boyfriend.  He’s calling all the zoo kids out of the pool.  Now he’s walking to the side and giving them a hand out when it takes too long for his tastes.  “He’s his uncle, after all.”
 
   “Literally?” Ace asks.
 
   “Nah, but he grew up with both Mega and Liz there all the time--he considers them as good as family.”
 
   “This ain’t over, you know!” Jack says, heading straight for us with an evil grin on his face. 
 
   “Yeah it is, we’re leaving as soon as your girl is done,” Ace says.  “Which looks like it’ll be soon,” he adds.  “That one kid sure looks interested, though--”
 
   Jack turns, seeing a teenage guy standing a little too close to Aubrey.  He lets out a curse and starts for them as Ditto slides off of his back.
 
   “Is that kid an illusion?” I ask Ace.
 
   “No, but I’ll remember it for next time,” Ace says, looking at me with a little grin. 
 
   “Absolutely,” I agree evilly. 
 
   I see him looking over at Trent as he helps yet another of the kids out of the pool.  “They don’t need him to do that, you know,” he points out as the kid happily swings from Trent’s held out arm like a playground toy before jumping off.
 
   “I know,” I say.  It makes me smile, actually.  “He’s just that nice of a guy,” I admit, still finding the thought a bit stunning even after months of dating him.
 
   “I bet that can get a bit annoying, can’t it?” he says, shoving his hands into his pockets as he glances at me.
 
   “Him being nice?” I ask.
 
   “To everyone,” he adds, “all the time, even to other girls?”
 
   I hesitate, thinking about it for a moment.  “Trying to make me jealous?” I ask him.  “You’re a bit hypocritical there, don’t you think?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You, Morgan, and Justin,” I say simply.  “How can you claim to be best friends with a guy when you’re both chasing the same girl?  Doesn’t work very well, does it?”  Part of this is just me changing the subject, really, but I’ve wondered about it for a while.
 
   “How about you, Ditto, and Trent?” he asks.  I’m a bit surprised he doesn’t deny it straight off.
 
   I shrug.  “Ditto and me--we’re both...” I try to think of how to put it.  “Me,” I say simply.  At least that’s what Ken told me the last time we talked.  Gently, of course--Ken never tries to shove facts down anyone’s throats, but he’d made a point of saying it.  I’m just... I don’t know, messed up, still, from that time with the sisters.  I’m working through it.  “I remember everything Ditto ever does as if it’s me doing it, she does the same.  Can you say the same about you and Justin?”
 
   “No, but neither of us has a chance, either, so it’s not a big deal,” he says quietly, looking over at Morgan, who’s calling out roll call for the zoo kids now.  There’s a strangely calm look on his face as he looks at me and shrugs.  “No reason to fight with a guy that’s in the same boat as I am.”
 
   I look at him, about to say something when Trent stops next to me.  “Everybody’s ready, so let’s get going.”
 
   “I’m a little disappointed,” I admit as I look around.  Black suits are all around, cleaning up glass and repairing the roof.  “I haven’t been swimming in years.”
 
   “We’ll fix that,” Trent says, dropping an arm over my shoulders.
 
   “How?  This is the only water park around, right?” I ask him.
 
   “Alright, let’s get going!” Nico calls out, still wearing his mask.  “Sorry about that,” he adds quietly as we head out the door.  I hear a small snap of a camera and see Nico hold out his hand.  “And sorry about this,” he adds to the norms still there.  Sounds of beeping echo from all around and I hear people curse as their phones blink erratically.  “Can’t risk it.”
 
   Then we’re grabbing our things from the cubbies and boarding the bus again.  “Hey, since it was Dad that blew our cover, I think we should get a prize,” Sunny says abruptly, getting up in his chair so we can all see him.  “What do you guys say?”
 
   “YEAH!” we bellow.
 
   “Okay, okay, what is it?” Nico asks.  “You all have to agree on it or I get out of it!”
 
   “We want our own pool!” Trent says.  The entire bus turns and looks at him.  “Look, I rebuild buildings all the time,” he tells them, sitting up like Sunny does.  “All of us that actually are working capes have been doing construction work for a while now--we just need to build one, and the canyon’s big enough, so why not?  I vote we enclose it so we can use it year round--plus, sooner or later we’re going to have kids that deal with water, right?”
 
   “So let me get this straight,” Nico says, “you want a pool--but you’re volunteering to do the work, right?”
 
   “If I have to,” Trent says, glancing at me.  Oh.  He... I feel a blush cross my face as I realize just what he’s doing.  He’s willing to build me a pool just because I said--oh, wow.  He grins slightly, although I notice his neck is a little red, as well.  I hear Jack start to laugh his head off, but I can’t even get irritated by it.  I mean, seriously, who’s got a boyfriend that will build her a pool just because a swimming trip got cut short?
 
   This girl.
 
   “Alright, let’s take a vote--who wants Trent to build everyone a pool?” Nico asks.
 
   Every hand in the bus raises, except Vinny waves his.  “I don’t want to boil the water,” he says.  “Think I could get a bracelet or something for pool days?”
 
   “Can--ah--” Lance starts out shyly, “can I use my abilities in the pool?” he asks, his voice getting quieter and quieter with each word.
 
   “It’d have to be a form small enough to fit,” Nico says.  “So no beluga whales or anything, got it?  And we can discuss the bracelet thing.”
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER TWO
 
   The group starts talking, even the zoo kids look excited.  It’s only when Ditto sits up in the seat in front of us and leans over them precariously to kiss Trent on the cheek that I realize I should say something.  I blush brightly as I get on my knees in my chair and lean up to kiss his other cheek, much to the amusement of my fellow apartment kids.  “Thank you,” I say, hearing Ditto say the exact same thing.
 
   “Alright, now that that’s decided,” Nico says, “since we’ve cut the whole pool party day short, who wants pizza?”
 
   “Sir, we aren’t allowed to stop--” the driver starts out, only to stop as Nico looks at him.  “Perhaps you should call Mastermental?” he offers.
 
   “Fine,” Nico says, pulling out his cell phone and calling Double M.  I reach down, where people can’t see, and lace my fingers through Trent’s, earning a little grin from him.  “Yo, Double M, have you found out what happened with Mega yet?” I hear Nico ask.  “Yeah?  From the south?  Really?  Alright.  Oh, before I let you go, I’m taking the kids to the pizzeria since Mega totally blew our swimming trip.  Bye.”  He didn’t give Double M time to reply before hanging up. 
 
   “So what was it?” Max asks, his feet kicked up on the chair in front of him and a smoothie in his hand.  Did he get a refill before we left?  I bet he did.
 
   “Looks like Flame stood up one of his regular villains back south,” Nico says.  “She came to get him back.”
 
   “She can have him,” Vinny says, since Flame is here to act as his mentor at the moment, “he snores.”
 
   “But she’s tough enough to knock out Mega?” Trent asks.  “What are her powers?”
 
   “Not sure,” Nico says.  “Double M was too busy being yelled at by Century for me to bother asking.”
 
   “Hey, Dad,” Zoe says abruptly, “who was that blonde lady that went up to you?  Was that Falconess?”
 
   “She was?” Jack asks.  “Man, that uniform of hers must be really armored up, cuz--” he stops and I swear Aubrey gave him a dirty look.
 
   “Good catch,” Nico says.  “Yeah, that was Falconess.  She was hoping to have her daughter meet everyone on neutral grounds, unfortunately that was cut a bit short.”
 
   “Invite her to pizza,” Max offers.  “Can we go to Funhouse?”
 
   “Good idea,” Nico says, giving directions to the frustrated looking driver before making another call.  
 
   “I want to play the games,” Carla says, getting up in her seat and leaning over the one in front of her.  “Anyone got some money?”
 
   “Max does,” half the bus tells her.
 
   “When did I become the school ATM?” Max asks, taking a long drink off of his smoothie.  The bus pulls to a stop.  We hop to our feet, grabbing flip flops and swimsuit covers and tank tops quickly before racing out.  We stop, going perfectly still as Nico lets out a sharp whistle.  We turn, watching as he gets off the bus in an open shirt and his swimming trunks.
 
   “We’ll be using the team system for this,” he says.  “No purely apartment or purely dorm groups--you have to mix it up.  Group leaders--Morgan, Max, Vinny, and... Emily,” he says, pointing at me, much to my shock.  I never get announced as a leader.  I’m one of those trouble makers that are usually assigned to someone else.  “As team leaders you will keep your group safe, out of fights, and not noticed as anything other than a normal teen.  If any problems arise, you’ll be the one being punished for it, understand?”
 
   “I want to protest,” I say, lifting a hand.  “I would SUCK as a leader.  Can we make Trent do it instead?”
 
   “Nope, you’re leader,” he says.  I look at him sharply, and when he doesn’t seem to get the point, storm over to him and tug on his shirt sleeve to make him lean over--I’m too short to reach his ear.
 
   “I’m not leader material!” I whisper in his ear.  I hear Adanna let out a tiny little laugh and turn bright red, knowing her excellent hearing picked up on what I said.
 
   “You’re not intimidating,” Nico says quietly, dropping a huge hand on my shoulder.  “You’re cute and funny, right?  Makes for a lousy team leader, I agree,” he says cheerfully--and too loudly.  “That’s why I’m trusting you with the job.”  He stands up straight, looking over at the dorm kids.  “At least half of you are going to have to pick one of the apartment kids as a leader,” he says quietly, his hand still on my shoulder.
 
   The group looks at each other, quietly discussing among themselves.  To my shock, I see Carla and Lance step away from the group and head over to me.  Those two are like, as far as I can tell, some of the most guarded of the group.  The ones that Vinny and Morgan protect like rabid wolves, practically.  I’m still pretty stunned they let Carla go with Trent across country to help Vinny--and Trent is Kid Liberty. He’s the best bodyguard in the world, practically.
 
   I see Morgan and Vinny grin at each other before Carla steps in front of me, grinning widely.
 
   “Hi,” she says.
 
   “Hi,” I say, grinning back.
 
   “Can we play Dance Dance Revolution?” she asks.
 
   “Absolutely,” I say.  I blink as a tiny girl separates from the group, slipping in behind Carla and grabbing her hand.  She’s practically hiding behind the black girl, but she’s watching me with slanted ice blue eyes that gleam.  She’s actually shorter than anyone else in the room, probably barely over three feet, but she’s got to be at least thirteen, right?  I think she would qualify as a “Little Person” right?
 
   “Malina?” Carla says, looking shocked as she turns to the girl.  “Are you sure?” she asks.  The girl nods, smiling slightly.  “Awesome!” Carla says, hugging her tightly before she can actually say something aloud.  I’ve never seen Malina before, except in classes.  She’s also one of the guarded ones--one of the ones that hardly ever come out of their rooms.  I have no idea what powers she has, now that I think about it.
 
   She flinches slightly as Trent walks over, standing next to me, towering over her by almost three feet.  I hesitate, wondering if he makes her nervous, but then Rocco steps up to the group, just as tall as Trent.  “Mind if I join?” he asks, scratching his head and grinning a bit sheepishly at me.
 
   Rocco is a bi-racial teenager--I think he’s about Max’s age, actually, but that’s about all I know.  He doesn’t seem mean or anything, but I’m a bit worried about the dorm kids.  I look at them, chewing on my bottom lip until I notice that they aren’t running away yet.
 
   “Sure,” I say, pointing at him, “but you’ve got to behave, got it?”
 
   Lance lets out a little snicker, covering it with his hand.  Rocco looked at him, a curious expression on his face.  “Hey,” he says, nudging Lance, “you gotta do it, too, you know.”  His tone is gentle and I wonder if he’s already made a few friends in the dorm as Lance starts laughing out loud.
 
   “Yeah, but I’m not the guy that broke into Fort Knox!” Lance says, laughing his head off, “Twice!”
 
   “Fort Knox?” Trent asks curiously.
 
   “It’s a long story,” Rocco mutters, “and I still say the second time was absolutely Firefly’s fault--”
 
   “Dude, shhhhh,” Lance says, his eyes widening as he shoots a look at me.
 
   “It was!  She brought in Mari--” he grunts as Lance elbows him hard in the gut.
 
   “I said shhh!  Firefly’s her MOM,” Lance hisses.
 
   I lose it, starting to laugh.  Oh man, you should SEE the look on Rocco’s face!  He looks like someone just pulled the ground out from under his feet!  Now he’s stuttering, trying to take it back--
 
   “Emily,” Trent says with a nudge, “at least tell them why you’re laughing.” 
 
   I force myself to stop, grinning still.  “You should totally see your face right now,” I tell Rocco shamelessly.  “Liz is my foster mom,” I go on, shrugging my shoulders, “and if she caught you breaking into Fort Knox, well, that’s her job, right?”
 
   “Alright, let’s go in,” Nico calls out, leading the group inside.  My group moves to the back, where Trent casually takes place behind everyone else without a word.
 
   “No, that’s not what happened--” Rocco says as we head into the pizza place.  It looks like a bar in front, but to the right are games and those standing rides that you put a quarter in.  Nico heads to the bar, leaning against it and turning to us to take pizza orders.
 
   “Meat lovers okay with everyone?” I ask my group.  They nod and I pass it on before Rocco can explain what happened with Liz.  Somehow I get the feeling that this story will take a bit of time.  There’s other people in here, not many, but enough to send a slight feeling of hesitation through the crowd.  To my surprise, Malina and Carla move closer to me instead of one of the guys.  There’s a strange look on Rocco’s face as he looks at them, as if confused.
 
   I feel Carla’s hand slip into mine and I shoot her a grin.  “So,” I say, getting their minds off of the norms, “you and Trent went on a date, huh?”
 
   She turns bright red.  I can’t help the evil grin that pulls on my lips as her eyes widen in surprise and she shoots Trent a look that says he clearly ratted her out.  “I want to see your pony!  I still haven’t gotten over there to make my own, you know, I’m jealous.”
 
   “Pony?” Rocco repeats.
 
   “Carla went down to Texas with Trent,” Lance says quietly, “to help Vinny a little while ago.  She talked him into all sorts of stupid stuff.”  He looks pointedly at Trent, who shrugs shamelessly, “which is bad enough, but he’s dating her,” Lance finishes, pointing at me.
 
   “You two get along really well,” Trent says, moving slightly as two biker type guys walk in, stepping past us.  “Does that mean you’re getting used to strangers?” he asks Lance and Carla.
 
   “Well we’ve got Justin and Jimmi, too,” Carla says, looking around curiously.  “Although Ward still doesn’t like them, and Brandon’s still stuck in hiding mode.”
 
   “Hiding mode?” I ask.
 
   “He’s here,” she says, her expression changing as she starts searching the crowd of kids.  “See that empty spot over there?” she says, pointing.  “There’s a good chance that’s him.  Or maybe there...”
 
   “Wait, what?” Trent says.
 
   “Brandon can go invisible,” Malina says quietly--almost too quietly to hear.
 
   The door behind us slams shut so loudly that Lance literally jumps, changing shape into a small lizard with huge eyes that look shocked.  Carla grabs him while he’s still mid-air.  She’s so fast that the norms walking past us don’t even notice what happened.  They’re laughing loudly and heading for the bar, bumping into Trent as he casually moves between them and our group. 
 
   “Ow,” the guy that bumped him says, sounding surprised as he rubs his arm.  “What the hell?”
 
   He turns, looking at Trent curiously, confusion showing as he takes in the clean cut looking teen.  “Excuse me,” Trent says with an easy smile.  “We’re a little packed in here,” he adds blandly.
 
   “Uh... yeah, sure,” the man says, frowning slightly as he moves on.
 
   “Alright, here are your numbers,” Nico says, moving through the crowd and handing out the plastic pieces.  He walks around the area that Carla motioned to earlier, so I can only assume she was right about Brandon.  “We’ll head to the back, there’s more tables there, keep to the group, if you want to play games your entire team has to go with you,” he adds looking straight at me.  “Set up a guard to watch the younger ones,” he adds.  “Trent, take him to the restroom, would you?”
 
   Carla holds out Lance to Trent, who scoops him up and slips him onto his shoulder before walking away.  
 
   “Hey, aren’t there two of you?” Rocco asks, looking at me.  “Like a twin?”
 
   “Ditto’s over there in Max’s group,” I say, pointing over to where Ditto’s chatting happily with Zoe.
 
   “So you’re twins?”
 
   “Nope.”  We start for the back, heading for one of the long tables next to another group, where we put down the number and I motion to Ditto.  “Watch our number, ‘kay?”
 
   “Sure!” she says.
 
   “Let’s go play some games,” I say to everyone, grabbing Carla and Malina’s hands to pull them along.  I glance back at Nico, wondering if he’s got something planned--the door opens and Jack walks into the restaurant, followed by Falconess and her mini-me.
 
   “The shield’s up, Nico,” he calls.  There’s no illusion hiding who he is, and I see the norms look freaked out as they realize it.  “Sorry, man, but you’re not getting any new customers until we leave,” Jack tells the guy at the front.  “So switch the sign to closed, would you?”
 
   “Are you robbing us?” the guy asks.
 
   “Nah, we’re throwing a school pizza party,” Jack tells him, grinning to show gleaming metal teeth.  “Don’t worry, we’ll make sure Max leaves a tip.”
 
   There’s a worried look on the norms’ faces, and I look over at Nico to see what he’s going to do.  “If your job requires you to be back within a half an hour,” he says, his mask in place, “please come and talk to me--I’ll get you out with no fuss.”
 
   “Emily?” Carla asks.  “Did we just kidnap a building full of norms?”
 
   “Yep, we sure did,” I say, trying to wrap my mind around it and promptly giving up.  “Eh, he’ll let the ones that need to go go,” I tell her, wrapping my arm around her shoulders and grinning.
 
   “You sure?” she asks.
 
   “Yep, it’ll be fine,” I declare.  Have I mentioned that Nico just happens to be an ex super villain?  He does some of the craziest things without blinking--and Jack just totally goes along with it.  Then again, Jack’s a super villain, too.  “Let me grab some money and we’ll go hit the games,” I tell her, letting go and heading for the richest kid in the class--Max.
 
   Max is sitting at a table next to Zoe, drawing on a napkin.  He’s got a few of the zoo kids watching curiously, but it’s Ace that’s right in front of him, leaned over the paper with a thoughtful expression.  “Yeah, what we need are some massive speakers,” Ace says, pointing at the picture.  “Here, here, and here.  That way we can get the whole echo thing going on--”
 
   “Kind of hard to do when it’s the Super Bowl,” Max says.
 
   “You’re really going to crash the super bowl?” a zoo kid girl asks, looking shocked that she spoke up.  She covers her mouth with her hand, squeaking slightly.
 
   “Sure,” Max and Ace say, as if it’s perfectly normal.
 
   “Max, can I borrow some money?” I ask, holding out a hand with a wide grin.  “My group wants to play some games, but I’ve got no cash.”
 
   “Shouldn’t you be borrowing from your boyfriend?” Max asks, digging out his wallet and handing over a couple of twenties.
 
   “I will when we’ve finished with yours!”  He shakes his head as I run off for the quarter machine, then goes back to plotting the next super bowl.  I call the others over to scoop up all the quarters and we head into the games, joined soon by Trent and a sheepish looking Lance.
 
   “Did you hit up Max again?” Trent asks as he moves to my side, watching as Carla and I do a round of DDR.  She’s kicking my butt thoroughly, by the way.
 
   “Yep,” I say shamelessly as the game ends.  
 
   “You could have waited until I got back, you know,” he says quietly, only to turn as Jack approaches us.
 
   “Do we know anything new about Mega?” Jack asks him, moving so he’s casually standing at the entrance of the game room next to Trent.
 
   “Not yet, but Aubrey healed him, right?” Trent says.  “Think we should call Dad when we get a chance?  He’s probably heard by now.”
 
   “Yeah, good idea.”
 
   I pop another couple of quarters into the game and let Carla pick the next song, not saying a word.  Somehow that quiet statement about waiting for him makes me feel extremely guilty.  I just don’t know why.
 
    
 
   ***
 
                               
 
   “So what you’re saying,” Mastermental says, leaning back in his chair casually as he stares at the large Texan standing on the other side of his desk, “is that one of your capes--the super villain side, but regardless--got stood up and is taking it out on my team, and it just happens to be my fault.”
 
   “Yes,” Century says bluntly.  “Skystep was never informed that Flame was coming up here--she’s hard enough to handle when her favorite sparring buddy is on call twenty-four seven.  You take him away and she takes out half of my team before someone finally gets the chance to tell her!”
 
   “Who told her?”
 
   “Voltdrain bought her a smoothie,” Century mutters, shaking his head as he recalls the embarrassing scene on television.  “It calmed her down long enough to listen--but if you’d followed the proper procedures, we wouldn’t be having this problem!”
 
   “So, before we go passing the blame on this, why don’t you make a list of villains that interact with Flameblaster on a regular basis,” Mastermental says, “along with what powers they have, so I can give my team a heads up?”
 
   “The rest of them are willing to go from hero to hero,” Century says a bit reluctantly, “I’ve already passed on the news to them.  It’s just Skystep that’s unreasonable.”  There’s a hint of frustration in his normally calm southern tone.  “She’s not completely stable, y’see.  She’s a good enough girl when everything’s going like she wants, but the moment we change things up...”
 
   “What, exactly, is the personal relationship between the two?” Mastermental asks.  He’d have never thought to ask before he found out that Technico and Lady Rose had teenage twins.
 
   “I... honestly have no idea,” Century admits.  “Now in exchange for the trouble you caused me, I think it’s only reasonable that you loan me that little healer of yours for a few days.  You know, the one they call Life Light.”
 
   Mastermental twitches.  “You’ll have to talk to Technico about that one,” he says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Twenty minutes of DDR with me and Malina taking turns stops when Ditto walks over with a grin on her face.  “Pizza’s here!” she announces as the game finishes--with me losing again.  “Want me to get Trent?” she asks as I step off the game.
 
   “Nah, I’ll get him.  You should go back to your team,” I tell her, heading for the two brothers playing a fighting game.  “Hey, guys, pizza’s here,” I say, glancing over at where Rocco and Lance are playing air hockey.  I grab Jack’s arm, trying to mess up his game, but he doesn’t even budge with it.  “Aww, c’mon, die already,” I mutter, peering at the game.  “How long have you two been playing this one round, anyway?”
 
   “Since the start,” Trent says, tapping away at the controls.
 
   “Dad got us an ancient game station and this game to teach us how to not break the controllers,” Jack says, not looking at me.  “So we got good at it after replacing the controllers a few dozen times.”
 
   “Well, whatever,” I say, “I’d rather everyone else ate before you two came, anyway,” I add.  “C’mon, guys, let’s leave them to their game otherwise everyone’ll starve!”  Rocco hesitates before shrugging.
 
   “You sure?  I mean... missing a meal can really suck,” he says with a slightly vulnerable look on his face as he follows along.
 
   “We’ll order them their own pizzas after we eat,” I tell him, looking at him for a moment.  “You, too?” I ask quietly as the others race forward.
 
   “Wh--what?” he asks, jerking away instinctively.
 
   I hesitate.  This isn’t the place to bring it up, is it?  “Nothing,” I say simply, sliding into my spot at the table, a bit surprised that Lance is sitting across from me and already digging in.  Other than the shape shifting surprise earlier, he doesn’t seem too worried, does he?  He grins at me as he grabs another slice.  
 
   Now don’t get me wrong--I think Trent’s the best looking guy in the entire school, and I’m only slightly biased, right?  But Lance is adorably cute.  Like the kid you put in commercials, or something.  That could be extremely useful in his future job.  “Hey,” I say, grabbing a slice for myself, “is it true that you’re going to be part of Vinny’s team?”
 
   “We both are,” Carla says, practically bouncing where she sits.  She moves her hand and a blob of meat goes flying off of her slice towards the group next to us.  “Whoops,” she says, flushing brightly as it hits Justin.  “Sorry, Justin,” she says as he slowly reaches up and picks the piece of hamburger off of his shirt.
 
   “Yeah,” he says, then gets up on one knee on his bench, looking around for a second before sending the piece flying again.  It hits Ace smack dab in the middle of his forehead.  “No problem,” he adds with a grin for Carla, slipping back into his seat as if nothing happened.  I can’t help but watch Ace, who pulls the meat off of his face and looks at it for a long moment.
 
   “FOOD FIGHT!” Ace yells, picking up a huge slice of pizza and throwing it.  It comes flying straight at us, only to get grabbed out of the air by Trent.
 
   “Don’t waste food, man,” Jack says--simply because Trent’s mouth is full.  I will admit I’m a bit disappointed--a food fight sounds like a lot of fun!  But when you’ve got two Liberty boys around it never happens.  All of the food ends up eaten.
 
   Trent drops down next to me and grabs another slice of the nearest pizza.  “So who won?” I ask.
 
   “Me,” he mutters around a mouthful.  Look, Trent’s a great boyfriend--unless he’s eating.  Then you’re lucky to get even that one word out of him.
 
   “Hey, Emily,” Carla says, jumping to her feet.  “There’s music--wanna dance?  Malina wants to dance, right?” she asks the girl sitting next to her.  A hesitant look crosses Malina’s face before she nods. 
 
   “Hey,” I hear someone say as I’m about to reply.  “Are you going to make any demands?”  I look over at Nico, who’s lounging at a table across from Falconess and her daughter.  There’s a group of norms surrounding them, looking a bit angry.
 
   “Not planning on it,” Nico says.  “If you’re ready to leave just hand over your phone and I’ll check it before giving it back.  I can’t have pictures of my students getting out to the public, you see.”
 
   “That’s against my rights to privacy,” the man snarls, his hands fisting.
 
   “No, what would be against your rights is if I blew up your phone while it’s still in your pocket,” Nico says, taking a drink of his pop.  “Do you know who I am?”
 
   “Do I need to?  You’re using us as hostages!”
 
   “No, I’m just letting my kids have a pizza party--that you came in while we were here was just your bad luck.”
 
   “Trent?” I say, only to groan as he holds up a finger.  His other hand holds three slices stacked on top of one another.  “Fine,” I say, letting out a sigh.  “Let me do something real quick, first, girls.”  I get up, heading across the room to sit down next to Nico.  “Nico?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I figure it’s my duty as the girlfriend of a preacher’s son to say this.  You can’t terrorize people just to eat pizza, y’know?” I tell him silently.  “Ken’s gonna yell at you for it.  So why don’t you check their phones without them knowing and let them go?  Nobody’s done anything, after all.”
 
   He looks at me, a tiny smile pulling at the corner of his lips.  “Fine,” he says, reaching up and patting me on the head.  “You can go,” he says to the irate looking norm, “sorry for the inconvenience.  Melissa, I’d like you to meet Emily Dreyton,” he says, turning to Falconess.  “She’s the one I wanted to talk to you about.”
 
   The irate looking man starts to say something, only to give up as he checks his watch, walking away while muttering under his breath.  “It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Falconess says, smiling slightly as she holds out a hand.  
 
   I blink at the hand and look at Nico.  “What sort of lie did you tell her?” I ask him bluntly.
 
   “Not a thing,” he says before waving over my head.  “Ditto, c’mere, kid,” he calls.  “Technically there’s only one of her, but you’ll be dealing with more, obviously,” he adds as Ditto drapes herself over my shoulder.  Then she sees the mini-me blonde.
 
   ‘Aw, man,’ I hear her think darkly.
 
   I try not to snort as I scoot over so she can sit down next to me.  “This is Ditto,” I say.  “Ditto, this is--”
 
   “Melissa,” Falconess says, “and my daughter, Keliah,” she adds, motioning to the sour looking girl sitting next to her.  Keliah barely glances at me before looking over at the group again.  “Technico has been talking to me about being your mentor,” she says, looking from me to Ditto and back. 
 
   I blink, forgetting about Keliah entirely as I take in the idea of having Falconess as a mentor.  “Um... I...” I hesitate, wondering how best to put this, “thought that... Jeanie would be?” I ask Nico.
 
   “She offered,” he says, “but Jeanie’s a heavy hitter--I’m not saying that you won’t have a decent punch, but you’ll never be a tank,” Nico says.  “You need someone that’s got creation abilities, Em.  Melissa here is the best choice, and trust me, I looked into it.  I even checked the other branches.”
 
   “I had to go through an intense interview from Liz, as well,” Melissa says with an amused smile.  “She’s very protective of you and your sisters.”  She looks at Ditto, pointedly, who blushes slightly since her swimsuit top is still showing.  “Plus, when I’ve been asked to train a future Liberty, and an adopted Superior, there’s no question that I have to bring my A game.  I expect you to, as well,” she finishes pointedly.
 
   “We know what we’ve gotten ourselves into,” Ditto says boldly, making me glance over at her with a tiny smile.  “We’re punks and troublemakers once in a while, but we know what we’re in for--it’s hard not to when Liz comes home in the middle of the night looking exhausted.  If she gets tired, we’ll probably get ran over--”
 
   “Liz gets tired because she relies on her wiretripping too much,” Nico says. 
 
   “Regardless,” Melissa says, “it’s good to see you’ve got an idea of what’s going to happen when you’re working.”
 
   Keliah lets out a scoffing sound.  “I’m going to go play some games,” she says, getting up from her bench and walking away.  Melissa turns, watching her for a moment before turning back to me. 
 
   “We’ll be working together three days a week,” she says.  “Mondays, Wednesdays and Fridays.  I expect you to be there on time and behave properly.  Have you discussed her first debut?” she asks Nico.
 
   “Yeah,” Nico says, motioning over to the group.  “Ace, get over here,” he says.
 
   The tall, pale goth boy stands, shoving his black hair out of his face as he walks over.  “Yeah?” he asks.  I like Ace.  He agreed to go along with me for this, after all.
 
   “Ace has agreed to the debut,” Nico says as Ditto shoots Ace a brilliant grin.  “Jack offered, though, right?” he asks me.
 
   “Yeah,” I say.
 
   “Em chose Ace.”
 
   “I have to admit, being able to choose your debut villain is a nice aspect of your school,” Falconess says.  “I look forward to working with you, as well, Ace,” she says, holding out a hand.  He takes it, and I swear there’s a faint blush on his face as they shake.
 
   “Melissa will be mentoring Em,” Nico explains.
 
   “So ah, when do I get a super sexy mentor?” Ace asks Nico, making Melissa laugh.
 
   “You’re stuck with your dad for now--although I’ve heard he still has a decent sized fan club, so who knows, someone might consider him super sexy.”  By the look on both Nico and Ace’s faces, neither of them do.   
 
   I snicker.  “Yeah, I’m sure someone does,” I tell them, getting to my feet.  “But I promised the girls a dance, so, um, nice to meet you, Melissa, and I’ll see you on Monday, right?” I say, holding out my hand to Falconess.  I’m going to have a mentor!  Sure, it’s not exactly what I had planned, but I think it’ll go okay.
 
   I hope.
 
   “I’ll see you on Monday,” she agrees, shaking my hand.  I head back to my table, where Carla and Malina are looking impatient, and grab their hands.  
 
   “Let’s go dance!” I say, tugging them to the dance floor.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So how’d you like her?” Liz asks, draped over my shoulder in a hug as I look at the various food products laid out in front of me.  Jeanie prepped them, and is waiting patiently for me to put them together, but it’s hard to concentrate on cooking classes when Liz is being like this.
 
   “She seems nice,” I say as I wipe the pan down with cooking oil.  “Ditto doesn’t like the daughter, though.”
 
   “She’s a snot,” Ditto says from where she’s munching on a celery stick rather than helping, “and I caught her staring at Jack a few times.  I don’t trust her,” she declares.
 
   “She did?” Aubrey asks.  She’s sitting on the stool at the bar, doing her homework.  “You don’t think she likes him, do you?” she asks, looking worried.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, Jack’s yours,” Ditto assures her.  “He didn’t notice at all--he was too busy shoving pizza into his mouth.”
 
   “Yeah, but that doesn’t mean anything,” Aubrey says.  “Even I can barely get his attention when it’s time to eat.”
 
   “But you CAN, and that’s the important part,” Ditto says.  “We can barely get an answer from Trent when he’s eating, and there are two of us,” she adds, motioning to herself and me.
 
   “Nico practically kidnapped the place and Trent was too busy eating to notice,” I agree as I lay out the green beans in the pan, looking at the recipe with a slight frown.  “Are you sure this is going to work?” I ask Jeanie.
 
   “Trust me, I’ve done it lots of times,” she says.  “You’re doing wonderfully!”
 
   I put green beans in a pan, I think dryly.  It’s not exactly rocket science.  I reach for the chicken next, lining them up next to the green beans.  “I talked Vinny into letting me watch him cook lunch sometime,” I tell Jeanie.  “That’s okay, right?”
 
   “It’s wonderful!  Can I come with you?” she asks.
 
   “Um, I’ll ask him,” I say.  I want to say, “Yeah, sure!” but Vinny’s not exactly that easy to read.  He could get really offended by me dragging people in without asking, then I won’t get to go--and like I’ve said several times, I burn all the things.  I need all the help I can get.
 
   “Now the potatoes and the butter,” Jeanie prompts when I just stare at the chicken for a long moment, “but wash your hands first!”  I do as she tells me, hoping that for the first time I’ll be able to make something honestly edible.  The family’s been eating a lot of stuff that would probably kill them if they were norms thanks to me.  Trent doesn’t say a word.  Jack does take a second to look at me pointedly before eating it, anyway.  But Jeanie keeps insisting that the families eat together whenever I cook. 
 
   “So what’s wrong with the daughter, other than the Jack thing?” Liz asks, leaving me and draping herself over Ditto, instead.  I think it’s her habit of being so huggy all the time that’s got me doing it.  “Should I have a talk with her?”
 
   “She’s rude,” Ditto says, leaning back into the hug.  “She reminds me of the sisters, but we could totally kick her butt, right Em?”
 
   “Definitely,” I agree.
 
   “How old is she, anyway?” Aubrey asks, clearly still focused on the “Jack” part of the conversation.  “She looked young to me, like thirteen or fourteen?”
 
   I just turned fifteen about a week ago, but Aubrey’s almost seventeen--Jack IS seventeen, so if she is thirteen she’s way too young, right?  “Dunno, we can ask Nico if you want,” I offer.
 
   “As long as she looks and doesn’t touch I can deal with it,” Aubrey says, looking like a martyr.  I roll my eyes.  “But I’m kind of worried,” she goes on, “I spend so much time working at the ER.  I feel like I’m neglecting him or something.”
 
   “Don’t worry about that, sweetie, Jack knows just how important what you do is,” Jeanie says, handing me the cut potatoes for the next section of the meal.  I put them in.  “He owes his life to it.”
 
   A knock comes from the door and we glance up as the guys walk in.  “Is Em cooking?” Jack asks as he heads to the bar, dropping down on the stool next to Aubrey’s to watch.  “Think she’ll catch the kitchen on fire again?”
 
   “Jack, don’t tease her about that,” Ken says, coming over and dropping a hand on my shoulder.  “You’ll do just fine, Emily.  And if you do catch it on fire we’ll be quick to put it out, I promise.”
 
   “Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I drawl, pouring the melted butter over it before sprinkling the seasoning on top.
 
   “Now cover it with aluminum foil and put it in the oven, honey!  After an hour we’ll take the foil off and leave it in fifteen more minutes, so check the clock!” Jeanie says.  She looks far too happy over me putting some pre-prepared food pieces in a pan.  Okay, so I’m feeling a little proud of myself as well.  So sue me.  I feel a grin stretching across my face as I slide the pan into the oven and glance at the clock.
 
   “I did it!” I say.
 
   “Not till it’s fully cooked you haven’t,” Jack says.  “Hey, Aub, can I see your math homework?” he asks.
 
   “Have you even started your own?” she asks, only to slide her notebook over.
 
   “I hear you met Melissa today,” Ken says to me.  “Have you decided if she’ll be your mentor yet?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, grinning slightly.  “I mean, I was hoping for Jeanie, but Nico says I’ll never be able to hit as hard as she can.”
 
   There’s a tiny bit of red across Jeanie’s face at that, and she tosses me a chagrined smile.  “Well, it’s true, I’m afraid--but I’m sure you’ll do just fine!  You just need to remember to make it look good while you’re doing it,” she adds with a firm nod.
 
   No, seriously, I’m picturing her punching tanks as practice.  There should be a mirror to the side so she could check her stance as she sends it flying.  This is Jeanie.  It could totally happen.  “We’ll work on it!” Ditto says cheerfully.  I wonder where I can get a mirror big enough...
 
   “So Nico kidnapped an entire restaurant at lunch today,” Trent says casually.  “Thankfully Em talked him out of it--I think that should count as her unofficial debut, don’t you?”  I turn bright red, feeling the urge to hide at that compliment.
 
   “It’s not that big of a deal,” I say, even as the group congratulates me.  I’d mentioned it before, but I think they thought I was exaggerating.  I do that sometimes.  “He didn’t want anyone taking our pictures, so he was going to make all the norms hand over their phones--which he doesn’t have to do, right?  So I talked him out of it.”
 
   “And where were you during this?” Ken asks Trent.
 
   “It was Funhouse,” Trent says with a shrug.  “Where do you think I was?”
 
   “Eating pizza,” the room says dryly.
 
   “We had meat lovers,” he agrees.  “Em did it perfectly, so there’s no problem, right?  I bet it really impressed Falconess,” he adds grinning at me.
 
   I give him a shy grin, knowing that I’m blushing, then put my hands on my hips and give him a haughty look.  “Just because mister super hero is too busy shoving pizza into his face to do his job doesn’t mean I am!” I declare.
 
   The group starts to laugh, making me smile proudly as Ken ruffles my hair.  “Good job, Emily,” he says, “you’re going to be a great super hero.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say.  “I hope so, at least.”
 
                 
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER THREE
 
   “I’m so proud of you!” Aubrey says, hugging me from behind as we pick up our empty plates and head for the kitchen.  “It was good!”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, blushing slightly at the praise.  “But I didn’t really do much--“
 
   “You did good!” Aubrey says firmly.  “I’ll do the dishes,” she volunteers.
 
   “No, you won’t,” Jeanie says.  “Honey, weren’t you planning on going back to the ER tonight?” she asks.  “We can handle the dishes--“
 
   Someone knocks on the door, making us all look up as it opens.  “Hey,” Nico says as he sticks his head in.  “Can I talk to my sister and the girls for a bit?”
 
   I look at the dishes in my hands and sigh, handing them to Trent and looking over at Liz.  Liz is frowning slightly, so I’m a bit worried, as well.  Usually when Nico shows up she gets happy.  Something about his tone seems to have triggered a reaction.
 
   “We’ll be right back,” Aubrey says to Jack, patting him on the shoulder as we head out the door.  Nico has a frown on his face as he looks at her, and he lets out a heavy sigh before speaking.
 
   “Unfortunately someone let it out that we’ve got a healer--Century’s out to borrow Aubrey for a few days to heal up half of his team,” he says, looking at Liz.  “No one told the girl that knocked Mega out this morning that Flameblaster was coming up here for Vinny’s training, she got a little irritated.”
 
   “But she’s still--“ Liz starts out quickly.
 
   “I’m not a child,” Aubrey says, taking a deep breath and letting it out as a sigh.  “I’m not completely finished with the dog--I’ve got him stabilized, though, and you were going to talk to Star Born about a cure, right?” she asks Nico.
 
   “Yeah, I am.”
 
   “Then during that time I can go down and heal them--I can’t leave them understaffed during the summer,” she says.  “But--“ she hesitates and looks back at the door behind us before turning to me.  “Em?” she asks, moving closer to cup her hands around my ear.  “Can you protect Jack from that girl for me?  If she can cook I’ll be in trouble.”
 
   “You won’t be in trouble,” I protest, “but I’ll guard him with my life,” I add seriously.  It’s not because I’m that big of a fan of Jack.  I like him well enough, I guess, but I’m doing this because he makes Aubrey happy.  I love Aubrey.  If she wants me to protect her boyfriend from prospective boyfriend snatchers, I’ll do exactly that!  “You be safe, okay?” I say, hugging her tightly.
 
   “Of course I will,” Aubrey says, hugging me back.  “You’re the best sister ever,” she adds, holding onto me tightly for a moment.  Honestly, I don’t see Jack being stupid enough to stray, but I’m going to do the work regardless.  We can’t have people thinking that our boys are up for grabs when we’re off doing work!
 
   This means WAR.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Aubrey left last night, leaving me to knock on the boys’ door the next morning.  I don’t blink as Zoe stops behind me, ruffling my hair fondly.  “I heard about Aubrey,” she says gently as I turn to her.  “She’s going to be just fine.”
 
   “I know,” I say, turning to her with a little grin.  “I’m just feeling a little lonely.  She’ll be back in no time, though.”
 
   “Aww,” Zoe says, hugging me.  I hug her back, putting one foot in the air behind me in a silly pose even as the door opens.  “Em, you’re just so adorable!” she says.
 
   “So are you!” I reply.
 
   “Ahem,” Trent says from the door, leaning against the frame as we just stand there, hugging.
 
   “Trent!” Sunny says sleepily, pushing past us.  “You’re just so adorable!”  He holds out his arm--and as if that weren’t enough, he puts his foot up behind him just like I’m doing.  Trent just stares at him.
 
   “If you’re not going to knock him over, can I?” Jack asks as he steps out with a piece of bacon in his mouth.
 
   “Sure,” Trent says.  “When he drops you get to carry him,” he adds as he grabs my hand, pulling me--and subsequently Zoe--down the hall to the stairs.  I let out a laugh, tightening my hold on Zoe’s hand as we head down the stairs. 
 
   “HEY! I DIDN’T AGREE TO THAT!” Jack bellows down the stairs.  We ignore him, stepping out of the apartment and stopping to wait for Nico.  He’s not much of a morning person.
 
   “So do you know for sure how long she’s going to be gone?” Zoe asks as we watch Jack come down the steps, shrugging Sunny off every time the shorter male tries to jump on his back.
 
   “I’m not carrying your lazy butt down the stairs,” Jack says as Sunny jumps on his back, clinging like a monkey.  “Giddoff!”
 
   “No way, I want a ride on your surfboard today,” Sunny says, only to yawn loudly in Jack’s ear.  “You promise me that and I’ll get off--no tossing me or anything, though.”
 
   “Fine, now giddoff,” Jack mutters.
 
   “Hey, hey, you lonely now that your girl is gone to Texas?” Sunny asks him as he hops off.  “You can hang out with me!”
 
   “I’m not that desperate,” Jack says.  
 
   “Ouch,” Sunny says.  “You’re still a jerk, you know?”
 
   “I know,” Jack says as Nico steps into view holding his usual cup of coffee.  He passes us without a word, bringing up the panel that lets us out.  We take turns pressing our hands to it and dancing over the lit footsteps that lead the way out of the security field that surrounds our apartment building.
 
   “This morning, we’ll be getting a new student,” Nico says as we start for the Death Canyon.  The fading yellow police tape has fallen almost completely by now, but it doesn’t matter, no norms come near the place.  They’re afraid of radiation poisoning--it’s a long story.  There are a handful of retired heroes flying overhead, their suitcases hanging from their fingers even though they’re in full uniform.  It’s a bit strange, but I’m so used to the sight that I don’t even blink.  It’s the sight of Falconess carrying Keliah across the sky that has me staring.  “Also, Emily, you’ll spend your morning hour with Falconess,” Nico adds as we reach the pair.
 
   “Good morning,” Falconess says as Keliah slips out of her hold with a scowl on her pretty face.
 
   “That is SO embarrassing,” she complains to her mother.  “We could at least have taken the car!”
 
   “This is official cape business,” Falconess says.  “I’m working here as a mentor, Keliah, you should get used to that idea now.”
 
   “Then let me take the bus or something,” Keliah mutters, flushing slightly and peeking over at our group--straight at Jack.  I let go of Zoe’s hand and move, blocking her view of the metal man with my hands on my hips.
 
   “Hey,” Jack says, tapping me on the shoulder.  “What are you doing?”
 
   I turn, giving him a wide and pointless smile.  “Nothing important!”
 
   “Then get moving,” he says, poking me in the back.  I start forward, still acting as a shield--albeit a short one.  What?  Jack is like a foot taller than I am, or more!  It’s really hard to block a guy from view when he towers over you!
 
   A classy looking black car pulls up next to us and Adanna gets out, leaning over for a second to talk with her dad.  I peek around her, completely distracted, to see what Panther is wearing today.  Sometimes he wears his super villain uniform--it’s the coolest outfit--
 
   “I’m going around if you’re just going to stand there,” Jack says, jerking me back to the present.
 
   “No, I’m coming!” I say, straightening up and rushing forward to keep trying to block.  Half of the group is watching me with amusement, but Trent has a different look on his face.
 
   “Em?” he asks.  “What are you up to?”
 
   “Nothing!” I say, grabbing Jack’s arm when he just keeps going.  I can’t let him run off and get drawn into the surly girl’s wiles!
 
   “Hey,” Jack says as we reach the control panel, “you’re acting weirder than usual, you know.”
 
   “Nothing for you to worry about!” I tell him, still grinning widely.  He gives me a disbelieving look before shrugging it off.
 
   “You heard from Aub this morning?” he asks.  “She sent me a text last night around midnight, but that’s about it.”
 
   “She’s probably either still working or finally getting some sleep,” I admit, frowning as I pull out my cell phone.  I tap on it a few times before bringing up a very simple note.  “See?” I say.
 
   It says “night” and is time stamped at four in the morning, Central time.  “My guess is she typed this right before falling asleep,” I tell him.  “She does this a lot,” I admit, looking at the phone with a little smile.  “She knows I get worried when she’s out all night working.”
 
   I blink as his hand lands on my head, ruffling my hair.  “Thanks,” he says.  “I needed that.”
 
   I stare at him a bit blankly as he heads up to the panel, pressing his hand against it and heading inside.  He never even looked at the blonde, did he?  “This is the first time they’ve actually been this far apart,” Trent says, draping his arm over my shoulders.  “He’s taking it a bit hard, not that he’ll ever admit it.”
 
   “Now we’ll just scan you and get your stats put into the computer,” I hear Nico say.  I glance over to where he’s standing in front of Keliah with his phone in his hands.  She’s staring over at me, a dark expression on her face.  Trent looks at her, and then looks at me, frowning slightly.
 
   “How, exactly, did you make an enemy when she’s not even been to the school before?” he asks me silently.
 
   “She was at the pool, remember?” I whisper back.  “She’s annoying.”
 
   “She’s also Falconess’s daughter, right?” he asks as we get in line to go into school.  Nico’s taken over the panel, showing Keliah and Falconess how to get inside.  I’m stuck behind Zoe, who promptly turns around and joins the conversation.
 
   “So why are you being so over-protective of Jack, anyway?” she whispers to me.
 
   I turn bright red as Trent looks at me.  “So that’s what you were doing?” he asks.
 
   “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” I say, lying through my teeth.
 
   “You were practically bearing your teeth,” Zoe says.
 
   “Because--“ I start out, reluctantly about to explain.  Thankfully Max decides to show up for school about that time, wearing his mask and a pair of jeans and a t-shirt.  He lands (still one of the very few that can actually fly) next to Zoe, looking at me and Trent curiously.
 
   “Am I missing a vital plot point?” he asks.
 
   “You spend way too much time acting as a super villain, man,” Trent says dryly.
 
   “Sorry, yeah, I was working last night,” Max admits, yawning loudly.  He looks around.  “Who’s the blonde?” he asks, not bothering to lower his voice as he tugs off his mask.
 
   “Falconess’s daughter,” I say.  “The bigger blonde is Falconess.”
 
   “She’s going to be tutoring Em,” Trent says.
 
   “Huh,” Max says, frowning slightly.  I look over at Trent, curiously.
 
   “If he was working last night, were you?” I ask him.
 
   “Nah, he’s been setting up a massive scheme for a while now,” Trent says.  “It takes a lot of ground work--heroes don’t have to bother with that part of the job unless they’re the thinking type and go up against the clue leaving villains.”
 
   “There are clue leaving villains?” I ask, looking over at Max.
 
   “It’s an old style, but it’s got some charm,” he admits, shrugging.  “Or for the more difficult to deal with villains it can set up a nice running plot--I bet they’ll teach Ace some of those skills sooner or later.  Panther’s an expert at it.  Then again, Panther’s an expert at all the classics.”
 
   “Fanboy,” Trent drawls.
 
   “When a guy is that good at what he does, you gotta admire it,” Max says, pulling out his wallet and showing his Panther fan club card with pride.
 
   “Papa will appreciate the fact,” Adanna says as she heads for our group, a sleepy looking Sunny in tow.  “He’s quite fond of your work, as well, Max.”
 
   “Yeah?  Then what was that crack about at the Mega movie?” Max asks, earning a wicked smile from the beautiful black girl.
 
   “Oh, he’s fond of it, but he’s also territorial.  It’s nothing personal, of course,” she says, waving a hand, “but you’ll still be dealing with him soon.”
 
   “Can super villains take out other super villains?” I ask.  “I mean, according to Hall rules?”
 
   “Sure,” Max says, “under rivalry rules.  So far, though, I’ve not run into a villain that takes it seriously.  There are usually too many heroes to juggle to bother with the competition.”
 
   “It was nice knowing you,” Trent says, placing a hand on Max’s shoulder with a fake look of sympathy.  Max shoves the hand off, glaring at him.
 
   “Panther isn’t the type to kill off younger capes,” he says.
 
   “That you know of,” Adanna says, cutting in line since no one is moving forward.
 
   “She just cut me,” Max says a bit blankly.
 
   “You cut us first,” I point out.
 
   “Well whatever, not in that big of a hurry for first hour, anyway,” Max says with a shrug.  He and Trent usually spend the first hour of school fighting.  “They cut our part of the field in half for Vinny and Jack,” he complains.  “How can you get a decent fight on with only half of a field?  And what will they do when the others are working capes, cut it in fourths?”
 
   “We’ll have to build a second field,” Nico says.  “Now inside, the Falconess duo went in while you were discussing super villain tactics,” he adds, jabbing a thumb at the security wall that we can’t technically see at the moment.  “Besides, I haven’t heard any updates on Flame’s villain,” he adds more quietly, looking at the sky.
 
   “I’m sure she’ll get in touch with Dad,” Max says as Adanna and Sunny go through the security system.  We head in one by one, going down the steps that line the inner wall of the canyon and step onto the campus that’s set in the bottom part.
 
   “Emily, you’ll be training in the gym,” Nico says.  “Show Falconess how to get there, would you?”
 
   “And what about me?” Keliah demands.  “What am I supposed to do?”
 
   “You’ve got some catching up to do,” Nico says.  “Banshee will be tutoring you for now.”
 
   “Oh,” Keliah says, looking a bit stunned.  Then she looks over at Jack again before trying to cover it up by looking at the rest of us.  “What about classes?” she asks.  “Do we have special years or something?”
 
   “We’re still not quite big enough for that,” Nico admits.  “We’re getting there--but for now we set the homework for each student based on their capabilities.  A lot of the kids missed a year or more of school, anyway,” he adds as we start for our various areas. 
 
   “What?” she asks.  “Why?”
 
   “We were kidnapped,” Vinny says as he steps out of the small house next to the dorms, carrying his own cup of coffee.  The wind brushes his hair, sending it floating to show off the shaved side.  I gotta admit, he looks really cool with that haircut.  I can see why he’s got a fanclub already--not as big as Trent’s is, of course, but they’ve got a website and everything.
 
   “Who are you?” Keliah asks.
 
   “Vinny,” Vinny says before looking over at me.  “You’re staying for lunch today, right, Em?”
 
   “Yeah!” I say excitedly.  “I actually managed to cook something edible last night,” I add in a brag.
 
   “She did,” Trent says.  “So... why are you staying for lunch?” he asks me blankly.
 
   “Vinny’s offered to help me with my cooking,” I tell him.
 
   “Is Flame in, or is he on the docket?” Nico asks Vinny.
 
   Vinny makes a face and takes a drink of his coffee before answering.  “If it’s about that one chick, he heard,” he says.  “He’s been gone since last night.  I heard about Century snatching Aubrey--you’re going to get her back, right?” he asks, looking at me and Trent again.
 
   “We’ll get her back,” Nico says.  “I only loaned her to them for three days.”
 
   “That’s good,” Trent says, “because Jack is already getting irritable.”
 
   “What, um, does Jack have to do with this Aubrey girl?” Keliah asks.
 
   “You didn’t know?” Trent asks.  “They’re dating.  They have been practically since she saved his life when he got changed into a cape.”
 
   There’s a shocked look on Keliah’s face that she tries to hide quickly.  “Oh,” she says finally.
 
   There, I think, that’s one problem taken care of!  Now I need to get Falconess to the gym--I look around for the super, only to blink as I catch sight of her chatting it up with Taurus.  My mind instantly jumps to the wrong conclusion.  Is she flirting?  If she’s flirting, she absolutely needs to know that we’ve (me and Ditto AND Aubrey) have already picked Taurus for Liz!  The whole man-stealing thing seems to run in the family!
 
   “So then she stops and stares at me,” Falconess says as I get closer, “and says ‘Well they said the wifi was free!’”
 
   Taurus starts to laugh.  “Oh, man, I wish I’d been there!” he says.
 
   “The entire town was down for a few days after that, Liz had to wear the cone of shame for the entire time--Mastermental made her swear not to go to Burger King ever again,” Falconess goes on, smiling.  Taurus is grinning so widely that I’m positive his cheeks hurt.  “She was such a cute kid--she’s still a serious handful,” Falconess finishes up, smiling as she sees me coming.  “Are we ready to start?”
 
   “Um, yeah,” I say, blushing slightly and feeling extremely guilty for the man-stealing thought.  I think I’m being overly paranoid right now, especially when Taurus walks over to me, draping a massive arm over my shoulders in a familiar way. 
 
   “Be careful about her,” he says to Falconess.  “She’s pulled more pranks on me than I can count.”
 
   “It’s just cuz you’re a big target,” I tell him, grinning up at him shamelessly.
 
   “And NEVER fall asleep with her near--you’ll wake up with Mickey Mouse ears,” he adds, giving me a dry look.
 
   “His hair is perfect for it,” I admit, “plus, Adanna paid me for the pictures.”
 
   “Father has them hanging up in his office,” Adanna calls all the way from across campus.  “He still laughs whenever he sees them!  And Cubby thinks that’s how you usually look!”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be in panther form?” Taurus yells back.  “Cat’s can’t talk!”
 
   “I would be if my instructor was here!”
 
   “She has her father’s sense of hearing, doesn’t she?” Falconess says, looking amused.  “Are you her mentor?” she asks Taurus.
 
   “Yeah,” he says.  “I think that’s why they brought me into the school in the first place.  They brought Blackjack in for Emily, but he’s taken over Ace’s training--plus--“ he looks at me and I shrug.
 
   “Blackjack and I never really clicked, I guess,” I say.
 
   “She keeps falling asleep in his class,” Taurus says.
 
   “Well it’s right at nap time!” I protest.
 
   “See?” he says.  “Blackjack doesn’t take it very seriously in the first place, but he still finds it a bit annoying when she snores during his attempt of teaching the kids how to count cards.”
 
   “Gambling is a sin,” I say smugly, crossing my arms over my chest.  “Cheating is, too!”
 
   “And she’s been playing the ‘dating a preacher’s son’ card too often lately,” Taurus finishes.  “Even Trent doesn’t play that one, and he IS the preacher’s son.”
 
   “You seem quite proud of her,” Falconess says.  Taurus laughs and ruffles my hair.
 
   “I need to get to work--you behave for Falconess, Em,” he says, heading for Adanna’s playground rather than replying to that.  I feel a little red from that statement, myself, so it’s no wonder he ran.
 
   “He’s dating Liz,” I say, “not that she’ll ever admit it without a fight.”
 
   “I know,” Falconess says.  “They’re adorable.”
 
   “It’s this way,” I say, not sure how to respond to that.  Aubrey would know, she’d probably gush over how she “ships it” or whatever.  
 
   “Do you have a problem with the idea of Liz and Devon getting together?” Falconess asks quietly, making me glance over.
 
   “No!  I mean, I think I’m even more for it than Liz is half the time--but Liz is...” I wonder how I should put it.  I touch my chin, thinking hard on the subject of my foster mom.  “She’s... not... exactly straight-forward when it comes to stuff like this,” I admit finally.
 
   “As in she’d deny it up until the marriage is over and the first kid’s in kindergarten?” Falconess drawls.
 
   “I want to name her Adora,” I say, grinning now that she’s proven her understanding of the situation.  I hesitate, frowning as a thought occurs to me.  “Hey, have you run into that villain that knocked Mega out yet?”
 
   “No, actually, why?”
 
   “They said she was from the south, right?” I say, something nudging my brain hard.  “Do you know what powers she has?”
 
   “Well, from the reports Central got from South, he has the ability to phase through objects,” she says.  “She’s called Skystep.”
 
   I go still, the blood rushing from my face as it all comes rushing back to me.  “Why?” I whisper.
 
   “Why what?”
 
   “Why does it have to be her?”
 
   “What?  Emily, is there a problem with Skystep?” she asks.  I stare at the ground, trying to get my bearings back before I shake my head.
 
   “No... it’s fine,” I lie, faking a smile.  “If we don’t start our training we’ll be out of time, right?  Let’s get started,” I say as I head into the gym.  I summon Ditto, who looks at me with a serious expression before striking a pose from Sailor Moon.
 
   “Ditto, reporting for duty!”
 
   Falconess walks around her, looking her over closely for a long moment, even touching certain parts.  For a moment she twirls a piece of red hair between her fingers, a strangely fascinated expression on her face.  She moves on, touching Ditto’s throat.  “An actual pulse,” she says, “impressive.”
 
   “Nico forced me to watch a million videos on human biology,” I admit, scratching the back of my head.  “The girl part was fine, I sort of expected all that, but I’m still trying to wash the guy part out of my memory.”
 
   “Is there a reason he made you study male physiology?” she asks me curiously.
 
   “We want to try and shapeshift Ditto,” I say.  “So I can make her look like someone else.”
 
   “It’s an interesting concept,” Falconess says after looking at Ditto for a long moment, “but I think, instead, that you should consider trying to create more than one doppelganger at a time.  The more of you there are, the more you can accomplish, right?  And with this level of detail, I have a good feeling that you’ll have the strength.”
 
   “More than Ditto?” I ask, looking at Ditto in shock.  I was looking for something to distract me from Skystep being in town--she definitely accomplished that.  “Like a third me?”
 
   “Or more.  Can you teleport?” Falconess asks.
 
   “I can,” Ditto says.
 
   “I wonder if you can’t, as well, Emily,” she says, looking at me.  “There’s not many duplicators recorded in our history, but I just happen to have brought a file of one.”
 
   “What?  Nico said he couldn’t really find that much information.”
 
   “That’s because Nico relies far too heavily on computer files,” she says, pulling out a manila folder from a simple bag.  “He never thinks to look for hard copies.”
 
   I stare at it, crossing over to her without thinking and bumping into Ditto as we try and get a look.  “Who is it?” I ask.
 
   “Duplicitous,” she says, “She was a super villain from the eighties.”
 
   “A super villain?” Ditto asks.
 
   “You don’t really think everyone with your abilities is going to be aboveboard, do you?” Falconess asks, looking amused.  “You have a built in alibi, the ability to erase or not even leave evidence, and teleportation.  Now sit, we’ve got a lot of news reports to read--and watch, if I can get a VHS player around here.”
 
   “VHS?”
 
   “It’s from the eighties,” she says simply.  We sit and she opens the thick manila folder, handing out various newspaper clippings and white paper reports stapled at the corner.  “The world thought she only had two duplicates at most,” she says as she spreads out more of the notes, “but Mastermental says she had to have had at least five to do all the things she did.”
 
   “He knew her?” I ask eagerly.
 
   “Of course,” Falconess says.  “She wasn’t as big of a name as many of the male villains--back then they tended to focus on male heroes and villains a lot more than they do females.  To a point they still do, but people like Liz and Jeanie are starting to change that fact.”
 
   “And you,” I say.
 
   She gives me a slight smile.  “And me,” she agrees.  “Soon, you will, too.  Are you certain you want to partner up with Trent, though?” she asks, showing me a picture of Duplicitous and two of her doppelgangers holding up a bank.  “It seems to me that you could do just fine as a solo act.”
 
   I hesitate, staring at the image.  I can practically picture myself in that position, with Ditto on my right and another on my left--I blink as something flickers in the corner of my eye, and I jerk, just in time to see a faint shadow of someone disappearing.
 
   “I was right,” Falconess says with a satisfied expression.  “You can do it if you try.  Then, after we get you used to creating two of them, we’ll start with small changes--you can change Ditto’s clothes, can’t you?” she asks.  “I see she’s not wearing the swimsuit from yesterday.”
 
   “Yeah, we change her clothes all the time,” I admit.
 
   “Then we’ll work on hair and eye color later, but first focus on the big things--you’re going up against Dragon, remember?” she says.  “You need every trick you can think of if you’re going to make it look good.”
 
   I nod, focusing on the idea of a second Ditto.  Just think of all the stuff I could do with three of us!  I would never have to stay awake in class ever again!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So for just a moment I can bring up a third one!” I tell Trent excitedly as I get to our first official class.  “I don’t know what she’ll be called, probably Repeat or something, but there’s going to be three of me!”
 
   “Three of you,” he says, not looking nearly as excited as I feel.  “Okay...”
 
   “Is there a problem with three of me?” I ask, giving him a dirty look.
 
   “Well, it seems a bit...”
 
   “You’re kidding me, right?” Jack asks as he heads for us.  “ANOTHER one of you?”
 
   I grin at him shamelessly, knowing he’s not going to like that idea one bit and not caring.  It’s only Trent’s less-than-happy reaction that bothers me.  What’s wrong with there being more of me?
 
   Well, other than the urge to fight with myself for stuff like hand-holding privilege... I mean, I’ve gotten jealous over Ditto before, and I’m pretty sure she gets jealous of me once in a while, too--which is ridiculous, since we’re the same person.  Sometimes it just doesn’t feel like it, though. 
 
   “Hey, Ace!” Jack calls across the room.  “Em’s working on a second Ditto!”
 
   “What?” Ace asks, looking shocked.  “You mean there’d be three of her for the debut?”
 
   “Yeah!”
 
   Ace looks at me, staring for a long moment before rubbing his temple.  “I’m getting a headache already,” he complains.
 
   “Hey, I’m not that bad!” I say.  “And there can be as many of you as you imagine, so it’s still not a fair fight!”
 
   “We need to plot it out,” he says, lounging in his chair and looking thoughtful.  “Something the cameras can follow, right?”
 
   “I’m so proud of you, man,” Max says as he drops down in his own chair, “you’ve been doing your super villain homework--unlike others I could mention,” he drawls with a pointed look at Jack.
 
   “Hey, it’s not in my resume to be a brain,” Jack says with a shrug.  “I’m just there for the brute force battles--Ace can do the thinking crap.”  He pulls out his phone, tapping on it for a long moment before scowling and putting it away.  He doesn’t even seem to notice Keliah stealing the seat next to his--Aubrey’s seat.  I do, though. 
 
   “What’s wrong?” she asks, oozing sympathy.  Jack looks at her blankly for a long moment before looking over at Trent.
 
   “When’d we get a mini-blonde?” he asks blankly.
 
   I can’t help the snicker that escapes me, especially when Trent just looks at him for a long moment before going, “She’s Falconess’s kid,” in a bland tone.
 
   “I have a name, you know.  It’s Keliah,” Keliah says sharply.
 
   “It’s nice to meet you, Keliah,” Trent says.  “Don’t mind my brother, he’s just in a bad mood.”
 
   “A worse than usual mood, you mean,” Sunny says as he comes in, yawning hugely before dropping into the seat in front of me.  “Sup, Em?  How’s your training going?”
 
   “I’m going to have a second Ditto!” I say, getting excited again.  “And Falconess brought a file on the last duplicator--her name was Duplicitous and she was a super villain in the eighties!” I say, pulling out the file that Falconess let me keep and opening it to show the newspaper clips. 
 
   “A super villain?” Trent says, looking fascinated as he reaches for one of the papers.  “I never thought about that...”
 
   “I’m not going to be one, obviously--“
 
   “Why not?” Max asks.
 
   “What?”
 
   “Well not yet, of course, but for a little bit we could hypnotize you to the dark side and let you go on a rampage.  Then Trent would have to turn you back to the good side--it’s the sort of ridiculous plot that the norms eat up–after your debut, of course.”
 
   The idea is intriguing--until Vinny walks into the room, talking on his phone.  “Yeah... yeah... sure, Flint, but--are you okay?  Yeah?  Right.  At least remember to eat something, got it?  Yeah.  See ya.”  He hangs up, scowling slightly as he takes his seat.  The entire room turns to look at him and he takes his sweet time before talking.  “Skystep found him,” he says simply.
 
   Right.  That’s why I’m not going to go super villain.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FOUR
 
   The official story of my parents’ death is that they were caught in an avalanche while trying to save a group of hikers.  For a long time I believed that’s exactly what happened.  Even heroes have a difficult time dealing with natural disasters.  But then, one night before bed, I found out differently.
 
   The first time that the sisters and I got into a one-sided fight, I was stunned.  I had a black eye--it stung every time I reached up and touched it, and my eye was starting to swell shut to the point I couldn’t see out of it.  I was going to tell the parents about what happened.  They were in the front room, talking about something serious, though, so I found myself hesitating at the end of the hall.
 
   “So...she’s back?” Geoff said almost off-handedly.  “I thought they put her under lock and key after what happened to the Divines.”
 
   “You know as well as I do that it was an accident.  There were complications,” Marlina said, finger quoting the word.  “Phasing ability is hard to handle--Skystep is worse.  They should have never tried to, especially in a place like that.”
 
   “So she accidentally set off an avalanche,” Jeoff drawled.  “Yeah, right.  She probably got irritated with the two and slipped through the rocks.  She might be pretending to play the game, but we all know the truth.”
 
   “Shush,” Marlina said.  “Their daughter is just down the hall.  She should be coming into her powers soon, we don’t want her hearing.”
 
   “You mean Century doesn’t want her hearing,” Geoff said.  I reached up, touching my eye as I realized I could see clearly out of it.  I took a step back, then another, rushing for my bedroom rather than confronting them.
 
   Skystep had killed my parents.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’ll never be a super villain,” I say quietly, making Max look at me curiously.  “Never.”
 
   He hesitates, and I can see his mind racing.  I can almost feel him trying to look into my mind--Max is supposed to have telepathic abilities, you know?  But so am I, I think, imagining a brick wall right in front of my thoughts.  
 
   “Whoa,” Max says, jerking back.  “Sorry, I didn’t mean to pry,” he says, holding up both hands in front of him.  “Unless you want to explain, that is?”
 
   “No,” I say, turning away from him and watching very pointedly as Banshee walks into the room with her suitcase in her hands.  Class is about to start, which means they won’t have the chance to grill me.
 
   I can feel Trent watching me, a curious expression on his face.  He’s going to ask, sooner or later.  If he does I’ll have to tell him.  I don’t want to.
 
   “As everyone knows, we’ve got a few new students today,” Banshee says, drawing their attention to her, “Keliah and Rocco, why don’t you each introduce yourselves and tell us a little about your powers?”
 
   I look over at Keliah, who hesitates for a moment before getting to her feet.  “My name is Keliah, and I’m going to be a super villain,” she announces boldly.  The entire room turns to stare at her.
 
   “I see,” Banshee says far too mildly.  “Interesting choice, but what we were waiting to hear was what sort of powers you have.”
 
   “You--shouldn’t you be yelling at me for ruining the Falconess line?” Keliah asks.
 
   “Considering that Max is the son of Mastermental, and Ace is the son of Blackjack, we can’t exactly start getting offended by things like that this late in the game,” Banshee says, sitting on her desk and crossing her legs.  “I suppose we’ll take that as our introduction.  You can sit down, now.”
 
   “But I--“ Keliah starts out, looking around a bit wildly.  “I have more to say!”
 
   “You can say it later, I’m sure,” Banshee says.  “Rocco, I know you’ve told the dorm kids some of this, but why don’t you tell the rest of the class your story?  I think they’ll find it fascinating.”
 
   “I’m going to be a super villain!” Keliah practically yells.  “Isn’t anyone going to SAY something?”
 
   “Yeah,” Jack says, making Keliah look at him with a brilliant smile, “siddown and shuddup,” he finishes coldly.  “If you’re just going to rant on about how you’re slumming, I don’t feel like listening to it.”
 
   “Wh--what?” she asks, automatically sitting down.  “I don’t--“
 
   “Go on, Rocco, I want to hear this, too,” Max says, finishing off the entire blow-off that Keliah is going through right now.  I wince, actually feeling sorry for the girl now.  Her thing for Jack is so obvious, but Jack just--ouch.  I find myself watching Keliah, who’s looking very close to tears right now. 
 
   “Excuse me,” she mutters, getting up and walking out of the room.
 
   “Well, um, I can walk through shadows,” Rocco says, standing and shoving his hands into his pockets in a slightly sheepish manner, “and it’s ah... gotten me into trouble once or twice--“
 
   I REALLY want to hear this story, darn it!  I stand up, irritated with myself for all of a second before I realize--Ditto pops into existence, sitting in my spot.  “Go on,” she whispers, waving me away, “you’ll find out later.”
 
   That’s all I need, I think as I head out the door.  I look around, but Keliah is nowhere to be seen.  Now I know what you’re thinking--I’m thinking the same thing.  This is stupid.  I don’t even like the girl, she’s out to steal my sister’s boyfriend, but here I am sticking my nose in something that isn’t any of my business.  Seems out of character for me, right?
 
   Wrong.  I did the same with Adanna.  I crossed half a country being carried by Liz to help Vinny.  It’s part of my... I don’t know, entire soul, or something, to seek out the ones that are suffering, that are feeling as if the world has turned on them.  I was saved once, the least I can do is try and help save others, even if they’re being silly.  
 
   There, I think, picking up the faint sound of a sniffle.  There she is.  I turn, heading for the girl’s bathroom and slipping inside.  It’s coming from the final stall, I think as I pull to a stop next to the door.  “I’m not going to agree to you chasing my sister’s boyfriend, you know,” I say, leaning against the wall next to the window, “but for now I’ll ignore that fact.”
 
   “Go away,” she snaps in a nasally voice.  “I don’t like you.  I don’t like anyone in this stupid school!” 
 
   “You know,” I say, pulling myself up to sit on the windowsill.  “It really smells in here.  I thought that girl bathrooms were supposed to smell better, didn’t you?”
 
   I hear a tiny snort, but she doesn’t reply, so I keep going.  “I really wanted to hear Rocco’s story--that’s why I left Ditto in my place.  I think he broke into Fort Knox or something.”
 
   “Wh--what?”
 
   “On accident,” I drawl.  This time I’m sure I hear a snort.  “Hey, have you ever met other cape kids before?” I ask.  There’s a tiny silence and I start wondering if she’s going to reply.
 
   “No,” she says, “not really.”
 
   “How old are you, Killer?” I ask.
 
   “Keliah.”
 
   “Killer Keliah, right?  Super villainess extraordinaire.”
 
   “Whatever,” she says.
 
   “We don’t care,” I say bluntly.  “Being a super villain is the same as being anything else here--in fact the super villains get more work than the heroes.  Do you want to know what being a super villain in this school will consist of?”
 
   “What?” she asks quietly.
 
   “It consists of going out there every week, working your butt off to make some prima-donna super hero in training look good,” I tell her.  “It consists of dramatically losing on a regular basis, only to go out late at night and clean up all the messes you made earlier.  It consists of cheesy villain lines and costumes--oh, and a mic of your own.  If you think we’re going to be terrified or in awe of you just because you decided to take that route, well, you’re out of luck.  We spend every day with three of the biggest super villains in our generation--and know exactly what they’re like.”
 
   “What... what are they like?” she asks.
 
   “Well Max is egotistical,” I say, grinning slightly, “a show-boat with a thing for greyhound buses, but he’s also the first to get the group together if he sees a problem.  He’s the one that had half of the school traveling to Texas just to talk to Vinny.  He’s the reason the zoo kids and the apartment kids are finally starting to work together.  He’s not a bad guy, really.  Jack is brash and a bully, but he’s also one of the two that goes to visit the children’s hospital to entertain them on a monthly basis.  He’s the one that works night and day to make a good show--and to make sure no one gets hurt during it.  He could easily take down most of the new capes they set up to go against him, you know?  But instead he does his best to make it entertaining.  He’s got kids all over the world wearing his t-shirts.”
 
   “Yeah, I’ve got one,” she admits.
 
   “He loves his girlfriend and his family, and has really changed since I first met him,” I admit, kicking my feet slightly.  “He was one of the first to bring Ace into the group.  Ace is...” I hesitate, thinking for a moment.  “Ace is quiet, artistic, and smart,” I decide.  “He’s an artist--Adanna says he’s started painting a mural at her place that’s absolutely awesome.  He’s the one still looking for a girlfriend, by the way, so I suggest if you want a villain you go after him--although he might be too old for you.  Heck, I think all of them are.”
 
   “I’m thirteen!” she says, as if that’s an impressive fact.
 
   “Then he’s DEFINITELY too old for you.  How about Lance?  He looks like he’s fourteen or fifteen!  And he is SO cute,” I say, grinning.  “Like seriously adorable.”
 
   “If you’re so fond of him, why don’t YOU date him?”
 
   “Nope, I love Trent,” I say.  “I’m going to be his partner after I have my debut.”
 
   “I... I like Cold Steel,” she mutters.
 
   “Yeah, but do you like JACK?” I say.  “There’s a big difference between who he is on screen and off.  You’ll probably not like him nearly as much when you get to talk to him--shoot, he’s already shot you down twice, and he wasn’t even thinking about it.”
 
   “You’re so nosy, did you know that?” she demands, coming out of the bathroom stall.  “Who I like, who I know, none of it’s any of your business!  You’re just a stupid super hero in the making!  Following along in your parents’ footsteps just like the rest of them--you never even think for yourself!  You probably even plan on dressing like your mom--“
 
   I slap her.  I can’t stop myself--in fact my hand is stinging before I realize what I just did.  “Don’t bring up my parents,” I hiss.  “You know NOTHING about my parents.”
 
   She winces, touching her face gingerly.  It’s turning red, I think without guilt.  She totally deserved it. “So what?” she demands.  “You’re talking about me as if you know--“
 
   “You didn’t DIE because of your job!” I bellow, my hands fisting at my sides.  “You’re just going on about how you don’t want to dress like your mother--well you know what?  I would KILL to have my mother here to complain about!  I would KILL to have her wanting me to follow in her footsteps!  You have no right to look down on the people that plan on taking up their parents’ jobs!”
 
   The door bursts open and I feel arms wrapping around me before I can even blink.  “Shhh,” Trent says, hugging me gently.  “It’s okay, Em, it’s okay.”
 
   The dam breaks.  All this thinking about Skystep and the Behts family and--I start crying.  I’m not one of those pretty criers, either, I’m noisy and ugly and I feel stupid showing this to the entire school, but I can’t seem to stop myself, not when he’s hugging me.
 
   “Hey,” he says, rubbing my back, “it’s okay.”
 
   “What’s wrong with her?” Jack asks.  Yep, I was right.  The entire school followed him here.
 
   “I don’t know,” Trent admits, picking me up, “but I don’t think we should do this in the girl’s bathroom.  C’mon, let’s go outside.  Some sunshine will cheer you up, right?” he asks me.  I would reply, but I’m too busy trying to sniffle up my snot.  Yes, it’s that gross.  And I’m showing it to my seriously good looking, perfect boyfriend.
 
   I will never live this down.
 
   Trent sits down on the steps, cuddling me.  “Is this about Skystep?” he asks quietly.  I jerk, so shocked that the tears stop.  I stare at him for a long moment before looking down.  I can’t come up with anything.  “Ditto disappeared in the middle of Rocco’s story, so we were pretty sure something was going on--then we heard you yelling,” he says.  “You’ve been looking pale since someone said Skystep’s name, don’t lie.”
 
   “Ye--yeah,” I say, still looking at my lap.
 
   “What happened with Skystep, Em?” he asks, patting my hair.
 
   “She... she killed my parents.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Exactly three minutes have passed since I made that admittance.  That’s why I’m standing behind Ken, Jeanie, and Trent in Mastermental’s office, hiding a bit behind Ken as he stares down Mastermental.  “Why didn’t you tell us that Skystep was behind Emily’s parents’ death?”
 
   “Well,” Mastermental says, a serious expression on his face, “because I’ve never heard it before.  From what I’ve seen, her parents died in an avalanche while saving a group of hikers.  Where did you get the idea that Skystep had something to do with it?”
 
   This is the part where I speak up, right?  I look up as the family moves out of the way, clearing the path between me and Mastermental.  I take a deep breath.  “I heard them,” I say, my hands fisting at my sides for a second.  “Geoff and Marlina--you know, the parents of the last family they stuck me with.  They were talking about how Skystep was involved when Mom--Mom and Dad were--were--” I sniffle, wiping at the tears that are welling up, “were killed.”              
 
   “I see,” he says, flipping through the paperwork in front of him before standing and coming out from behind the desk.  “Do you want me to find out what really happened?” he asks, moving to stand in front of me.
 
   “Yes,” I say.  I need to know.
 
   “If you want, I can have Century take her back south, as well.  Of course there could be more complications--such as having to leave Aubrey there longer, or sending Flameblaster back before Vinny’s training is complete.  But--”
 
   “I--I just...” I say, only to jerk as the door slams open and Liz storms in, in full uniform. 
 
   “Permission to deal with Skystep,” she says, stepping between me and Mastermental in a protective manner.  “I’ll make it quick,” she adds.
 
   “Denied,” Mastermental says.  “Although I shouldn’t be surprised that you’re here when you should be doing an interview, now should I?”
 
   “This is more important.  She’s already taken one of my girls across country--”
 
   “That was Century.”
 
   “Permission to deal with Century, as well, then?”
 
   “Denied.  Again.”
 
   “She killed my daughter’s parents!” Liz says, ignoring the Century thing as soon as it’s denied.  I don’t think I’d want Liz to go up against Century, anyway, I decide as I grab her waist, hugging her tightly.
 
   “Stop,” I say, holding on tightly.  “I don’t want you going up against her--I don’t want anyone I love to--to--”
 
   “We only have the thoughts of a couple I was not very impressed with as a source,” Mastermental says patiently.  “There’s a very good chance they were misinformed or just making assumptions.  Emily, I know you were vulnerable at that time, and had reason to believe they were truthful, but I don’t really think they’re worthy of being trusted blindly.”
 
   That... that’s true, isn’t it?  I find myself nodding even as Liz wraps her arms around me almost too tightly.  “Yeah,” I say.  I hope he’s right, actually.  Not having anyone to blame other than nature--other than circumstances--it’s better.  I don’t like hating people.  I’ve also been trying really hard to learn to forgive people.  The sisters, Geoff and Marlina--even the ones that hadn’t known what was happening at the time, like Century.
 
   But what if she is the reason my parents died?  She’s running around here as if she owns the place, beating up Mega--I actually sort of like Mega!  He’s like the egotistical uncle that everyone should have!  Sure I might make fun of him once in a while, but that gives her no right to knock him out.  And now we don’t even have Aubrey here while she’s out rampaging against the Central Hall.  This just isn’t right.
 
   “I’ll talk to Century, see what he knows,” Mastermental says, jerking me back to the present.  “If he has no clue, I’ll see about reading Skystep’s mind to find out what happened.  I won’t leave this uncovered, though, Emily,” he promises.  “You’ll find out exactly what happened by the time I’m finished.”
 
   I nod, wondering briefly if I really want to know.  If I find out that she killed my parents on purpose, what do I do?  I’m still just a kid.  I’ve got no chance at getting revenge.  “If she did do it on purpose, Emily, we’ll make sure she’s punished properly,” Ken says, turning to place a huge hand on my shoulder in a comforting manner.  “We’ll put her in the Cape Cells, where she would belong.”
 
   I nod, feeling a tiny hint of relief slip down my spine.  It’s wrong, not wanting to get vengeance.  It’s wrong to take the easy way out and let the adults handle the problem, right?  It should be my duty as a super hero to clean up my parents’ messes.
 
   All that thought does is make a cold ball of worry build in my gut that I don’t think is going to disappear any time soon.
 
   “Liz,” Mastermental says, “you were supposed to be doing an interview with HTV.”
 
   “Oh, right,” Liz says, still holding me tightly.  She looks at the others, a torn expression on her face before something seems to occur to her.  The expression on her face makes me a little worried--I’m right, I realize as she slips an arm under my knees and picks me up in a princess hold.  “I’m taking Emily with me,” she declares before taking to the air.
 
   Mastermental lets out a sigh and presses a button on his desk, opening a window in the ceiling.  “At least keep her off the television,” he calls as Liz flies away with me in tow.
 
   “Will do!” she calls over her shoulder.  I’ve been flying with Liz before--halfway across the country.  It’s surprisingly peaceful, I think as I lean my head against her shoulder.  She stays silent for a long moment, and I almost believe that she’s not going to say a thing--until she does.  “Devon’s dad owns HTV,” she says a bit randomly.
 
   “What?” I ask.
 
   “Taurus--his dad owns HTV,” she repeats, smiling slightly.  “I don’t think many people know that.  I didn’t until he called me up this morning, introduced himself and demanded I actually do my civic duty and get interviewed.”
 
   “Have you met him yet?” I ask, grateful for the change in subject.  “Like a ‘meeting the parents dinner’ or something?”
 
   “Just what are you thinking?” she demands.  “Devon and I are just friends.”
 
   “Hah!  Yeah, right!” I scoff.  “You totally like him.”  It’s getting dark outside, but I can still see a hint of blush creeping over her face.  She’s really pale, so it’s easy to see.  “But I want to meet him--Taurus’s dad.  Have you ever met him other than the phone call?”
 
   “Nope, never,” she says.  “He seems like an interesting guy, though.  I mean, he put together one of the biggest super businesses outside of the Hall, all by himself.”
 
   “He’s a super, too, right?” I ask curiously.
 
   “He’s a shape-shifter like Devon is,” she agrees.  The HTV building comes into view, huge and intimidating.  There’s a man standing on the roof of the building, who Liz heads straight for, landing in front of him and letting me down.  The tall black man with the business haircut looks exactly like Taurus in the face, I think as he steps forward, holding out a hand to Liz.
 
   “Firefly,” he says as she shakes his hand.  He pulls her into a hug, much to both my surprise and hers.  “I hear you and my son have been getting along quite well,” he says with a laugh as she makes a tiny squeaking noise.  I’ve never heard Liz make that sound in my life--this guy must be SERIOUSLY strong.  “And who is this?” he asks as he lets go, turning to me.  “Divine Justice, I presume?”  He holds out a hand and I stare at the huge smile on his face.
 
   This guy could TOTALLY be my grandpa someday.  “You’re going to shake and then hug me aren’t you,” I accuse him.
 
   “I might,” he says.
 
   “But Liz is way tougher than I am, and you made her squeak, so if I hug you instead will you be gentle?” I ask.  What?  I spend a LOT of time with tanks, okay?  He holds out his arms as an answer and I hug him.  Sure I’ve never met him before, but somehow that doesn’t seem to matter.  He picks me up with one arm, looking at me seriously for a long moment.
 
   “I’ve been waiting for almost forty years,” he tells us, looking over at Liz as well.  “I knew before Devon was born that he’d meet the daughter of Superior.  I’ve been watching your career, Liz,” he tells her.  “When you brought out your daughters, though, I was a little shocked.”
 
   “We’re her foster kids,” I tell him.  “I’m Emily, my sister’s Aubrey--wait, forty years?” I ask.
 
   “Almost that long.  I’ve met Technico before,” he says.  “It was thirty-eight years ago.  He told me that you and my son--who hadn’t even been born--would be pretty close.  I’m happy to see he was right.”
 
   Liz is bright red at this point and looks very close to bolting.  I shake my head at--um-- “Hey, what’s your name, anyway?” I ask him.
 
   “Andre,” he says, “Andre Harrison.”
 
   “Mr. Harrison!”  The door leading into the building opens and a woman steps out in a business suit.  “Really, how many times have I told you that you can’t just wander away in the middle of a conference?” she demands with a dark expression.  “It seems that Firefly has stood us--”
 
   “She’s here,” Andre says, cutting her off.  “As is her daughter.  Emily, Firefly, meet my assistant, Gloria.  Gloria, meet Emily and Firefly.  Now who’s up for that interview?”
 
   Liz has a dry look on her face and I can actually hear her thinking, ‘Not me,’ as she walks past us.  “Andre, could you watch her for me?” she asks, rather than saying it.  “She’s had a really rough day,” she adds, hugging me briefly.
 
   “I’d be happy to,” Andre says.  I feel like a little kid right now, being held like one and asked to be babysat.  Did I mention that even though I’m still pretty short, I’m still fifteen?  I’m going to be a working cape any day now!  “I’m fine,” I say.  “You can put me down now, by the way.”
 
   “Of course,” he says, letting me slide to my feet.  He towers over me.  I think he might actually be bigger than his son, now that I’m looking up at him.  “Why don’t we go watch your mother’s interview?” he offers.
 
   “Oh, she’s going to get herself in trouble,” I say, shrugging, “she always does.  It might be entertaining for me, but you’re the guy that owns the place--it’s going to be seriously embarrassing.”
 
   He lets out a laugh, one that has to come from his gut because I swear it can be heard all the way from the city.  “Oh, I know,” he tells me, ruffling my hair.  “I’m the one that created this station--I’ve been watching Liz since she was about your age.  In fact, I’ve got almost all of her career on file, if you’d like to see some of it,” he says as we start down a long set of stairs.
 
   “Oh wow, I’d LOVE to,” I say.  “Can we wait until Aubrey gets back from South Hall, though?  She’d really enjoy it, too!”
 
   “Absolutely,” he says.  “I’d like to meet Aubrey, too,” he says.  We’re getting strange looks as we head past several of the workers into a filming area.  In fact several of the people look downright shocked at the sight of Andre walking with me.  I wonder why...
 
   “Sir, is there something wrong?” a man asks, heading for us with a worried expression.
 
   “No,” Andre says.  “I’m just interested in seeing this interview, myself.”
 
   “I... see.”  He looks around almost wildly and motions to two other people.  “Get us two chairs, stat,” he orders them.  They race off and I look up at Andre, raising an eyebrow.
 
   “You don’t do this very often, do you?” I ask him.
 
   “I was tempted to do it for Technico’s,” he admits, “but Mastermental was here--I still haven’t told him about what happened in the past.”
 
   “Think he’d wipe your memories?” I ask.
 
   “It’s a bit too late now, don’t you think?  But because of Technico’s visit in the past, I ah...” he hesitates before shooting me a sheepish smile, “stole something from the Central Hall that he created.  I used that technology to make the money it took to start up HTV.”
 
   “You stole something Nico made?  What was it?”
 
   “A clone,” he says.  “The technophiles of the day practically fell over themselves giving me everything they had to buy it off of me--I didn’t have the heart to tell them that it wouldn’t have worked even if they knew how to fix it.”
 
   I can’t help myself, I start to laugh.  I get several shushing sounds from all around even as Andre grins and places his hand on my shoulder.  “Thanks to Technico and his father, I’ve gotten to this point,” he says, motioning to the huge room full of the newest technology.  “I’m one of the richest supers in the world--which is saying quite a bit,” he tells me, “especially when you realize I did absolutely no fighting to get here.  Well, that’s not exactly true,” he admits as we head for the chairs that are provided.  “I fought Technico in the past.”
 
   I’m curious, but from where we’re sitting I can see Liz and Prisma sitting on the set.  They’re already talking.
 
   “So you really wiretripped into the oval office once?” Prisma asks, leaning forward with an entertained expression on her face.
 
   “Well you know how it goes,” Liz says, “first Mega swears he can grow taller than Mt. Vesuvius--and proves it, so I had to top him.  We were just starting out at the time, after all, we hadn’t been ranked yet.  And Mega is a pain--I couldn’t let him beat me, you know?  So I thought of the most outrageous place to go, and went,” Liz says with a shrug as Prisma starts laughing. 
 
   “It sounds like you and Mega get along well,” the beautiful black interviewer says, still grinning.  “Has there ever been anything other than a colleague relationship there?”
 
   “Eww, no!” Liz says, making a face.  “That’d be like dating an annoying cousin or something.  Gross.”
 
   “You realize he’s probably watching this.”
 
   “Oh, sure, he’d say the same thing.  We’ve been working on the same team since we were teenagers.  Back then we hated each other, now we just tolerate one another,” she says.  “That’s only because I’m best friends with Star Spangled and he’s practically brothers with America’s Son--we wind up going to a lot of family barbecues together.”
 
   “Oh?  So you know Kid Liberty?” Prisma asks.
 
   “He’s my nephew!” Liz brags.  “Or close enough.  I changed his diapers back in the day.”  Oh man, Trent is going to be so embarrassed over this.  I can’t wait!  “He’s actually dating my foster daughter, Divine Justice, now.”
 
   “She’s adorable, by the way,” Prisma says.  “Can you tell us how you became her foster mother, or is it super secret Hall information?” she asks.
 
   Liz hesitates, frowning slightly as she thinks.  “Well, I don’t think it’s that big of a secret,” she says finally.  “My brother, Technico, was released from Cape Cells and Mastermental put him in charge of putting together Cape High.  Well Mastermental had his eye on one of the orphan capes in the South Branch.  Her parents passed away in the line of duty a few years ago and she was living with another family.  Mastermental wanted her in Cape High, so he pulled some strings and got her transferred up here.  I was just lucky enough to get asked to take her in,” she says, summing it up a bit too briefly.
 
   She looks over at me and I give her a smile, waving at her.  She smiles this smile that makes me feel a bit embarrassed because people everywhere will see it.  It’s the sort of smile that’s openly loving.  The sort of smile I took months to get used to.
 
   “And Life Light?” Prisma asks.
 
   “Life Light is...” Liz says, her expression turning serious, “another story.  I’m afraid that one is classified.”
 
   “I see.  Well it seems to me they’re both very lucky girls.”
 
   “Oh, I am, too,” Liz says.  “They’re great kids.”
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER FIVE
 
   “Now, to the serious scoop,” Prisma says, leaning forward, “you and Taurus.”  Liz turns bright red and I can’t help the snicker that escapes me, especially when Andre just leans back and grins like a cat with a canary.
 
   “Well... can we go back to the Cape High thing?” Liz asks.
 
   “Absolutely not!” Prisma says.  “Let us know--are you and Taurus a thing or not?”
 
   “I don’t know if we could call it a ‘thing’ exactly,” Liz says, moving restlessly.  Liz hates being pinned down like this.  “We just... get along well,” she says.
 
   “Mmmhmm, hard NOT to get along with a specimen like Taurus, now isn’t it?” Prisma teases. 
 
   “Oh, sure it is,” Liz says.  “He’s bull-headed about a lot of things, even when he’s NOT in Minotaur form.  He and Mega don’t get along well at all half of the time.”
 
   “Oh?  Is that a bad thing?” Prisma asks.  “We’ve already covered Mega and your relationship.”
 
   “Okay, that’s true,” Liz admits, “but Mega isn’t really that bad once you get past the preening and all the creepy fan-girl letters he gets.  I’m not going to say they can’t work together when they need to--but they definitely go out of their way to avoid that whenever they can.  Now we both know this will get those Mega fans out for Taurus blood, so I’ll say one thing,” she goes on, looking at the camera, “all of the Central Hall capes are serious about their work and never let their personal differences cause problems.”
 
   “So no big brawling fights between Taurus and Mega to look forward to, huh?”
 
   “Nope, none of that,” Liz says.  “I’m just saying that we don’t all get along perfectly.  I mean, you won’t find a cape that doesn’t have an extremely strong personality--well, except for me.  I get along with everyone,” she says, smiling so widely that I start to laugh.  Andre’s hand covers my mouth before it gets caught by the mic.  My shoulders are still shaking, though.
 
   All of today’s stress and worry is less pressing with Mastermental’s promise and watching Liz be Liz.  I needed this.  There’s nothing I can do about Skystep, right?
 
   “Oh, of course,” Prisma drawls.  “I also noticed how you threw Taurus and Mega under the bus to get out of discussing your relationship,” she says, making Liz laugh.
 
   “I did, didn’t I?” she says shamelessly.  “They’re big boys, they can handle a bus or two,” she declares, waving it off with a flick of her hand.
 
   “But on a serious note, is there something between you and Taurus?  We’ve seen several moments where you two work together and we all saw that you sat with him during the Mega premier.  The super world wants to know!”
 
   Liz hesitates, glancing over at me and Andrew before smiling slightly.  “If I gave you a straight answer before I gave my own family one, that wouldn’t be right, now would it?” she says.  “Let’s just say he can beat me in an arm wrestling competition,” she decides, “and a cooking competition.  Those aren’t things a girl like me can completely ignore.”
 
   Prisma looks like she wants to squeal with excitement at that line.  “You heard it here, folks!” she says, turning to the camera.  “Thank you for the interview, Firefly, as always it was extremely informative.”
 
   “Hey now, I didn’t say--”
 
   “Tune in tomorrow when we have a cooking class with Taurus!” Prisma says, turning to the camera and promptly cutting Liz off completely.  “That is, if I can talk him into it.  Good night everybody!”
 
   “And it’s a wrap!” someone calls from the filming area.  “Good job, everyone!”
 
   “Prismaaaa,” Liz says, glaring at the interviewer, “you pulled that trick on me again!”
 
   “I would never!” Prisma says.  “You just like to talk,” she adds, grinning evilly.
 
   “They’ve been doing interviews since I hired Prisma,” Andre leans over slightly to tell me.  “She was the first interviewer that could get Liz to hold still long enough to make sense.”
 
   “And who is this?  Mr. Harrison has actually deemed my little show important enough to come visit--and with a guest!” Prisma says, clearly still excited over the interview.  She hadn’t looked nearly as chipper when she interviewed Technico, I notice.  
 
   “This is a special situation,” Andre says, smiling as she heads towards us.  “I wanted to meet Liz, myself,” he finishes.  “I lucked out and got to meet Emily, as well.”
 
   “Emily?” Prisma says.  “You’re Divine Justice, aren’t you?  You go to Cape High, right?  Can you convince my daughter that it’s a decent place to go to school?”  I blink as she grabs both of my hands, looking urgently into my eyes.  “She’s obsessed with the idea that there aren’t enough cute boys in the school.”
 
   “Um...” I hesitate, thinking about it.  “Well we just got Rocco!  He’s kind of cute--how old is she?”
 
   “Thirteen.”
 
   “No, he’s too old, I think.  Um, Lance is super cute, and there’s Brandon!  Except I’ve never actually SEEN Brandon, so I can’t say whether he’s cute or not.  Vinny’s going to wind up with Jimmi--she’s totally locked on, Trent, Max, and Jack are all taken, and--oh wait, does she know that Justin is in our school?”
 
   “Justin?” she repeats.
 
   “THE Justin.  The pop singer?” I say.  “Is she a fan?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I’ll definitely find out,” she says.
 
   Like I’ve said before, Justin has a thing for Morgan--so does Ace.  Does it matter when Morgan’s oblivious?  Nope, not at all.  Justin can totally be used for luring in new girls for the school.
 
   “Ready to go?” Liz asks, dropping a hand on my shoulder.
 
   “I’ll only let you go if you promise to bring both of your girls to a dinner with me sometime,” Andre says.  “You can bring Taurus if you want.”
 
   “We’ll do it,” I say before Liz can try and back out, “when Aubrey gets back!”  Then I hug him briefly before grabbing Liz’s wrist and tugging.  “Let’s go, I bet Trent’s getting worried by now,” I tell her.
 
   She nods and slips out of my hold, draping an arm over my shoulders instead as we head out the front of the building.  Look, I don’t ASK for all the physical contact--I’m a teenager, I should be past the whole touchy feely stage by like, ten years.  But like you’ve probably guessed, I have abandonment issues.  Thing is, I think Liz has bigger abandonment issues than I do.  Her father, Superior?  He was supposed to have died like twenty years ago, or something.  He’s back now, but he’s living up in the middle of the Arctic with his wife--not much time spent with his daughter, basically.  Her brother, Technico?  He was in the Cape Cells for half of her life because he used to be a super villain and turned a massive piece of ground into a canyon--that’s where Cape High is now.  Basically, Liz was all alone since she was fifteen, no family or anything.  I have no idea what happened to her mom, either.  She never talks about her.  
 
   It’s dark out, I realize as we step out of the building.  The night wind tugs at my short hair and I almost feel cold, even though it’s the summer.  
 
   “It took you long enough.”  The simple sentence has us both looking up into the air, where a woman stands with her hands on her hips.  Her long brown pony tail is tugged by the wind, her black outfit is skin tight and reveals the fact that she’s skinny--and a bit flat.  I’ve never seen her before in my life, so--
 
   “Em?  Go back into the building,” Liz says quietly, pushing me behind her.  “Go to Andre and tell him--”
 
   “Melody?” the woman says, suddenly losing the cocky expression as she sees me.  She looks pale.  “You’re alive?”
 
   “This has nothing to do with my daughter,” Liz says, moving to block me from view entirely.  “What do you want, Skystep?  Why are you hunting me down when you’ve got Flame to play with?  I thought that was the entire reason you came up here.”
 
   “Oh, I like having Flame around--he gives me a challenge, but--” she stops, her eyes going to me again.  I seem to have thrown her off.  It shows when she drops to the ground like a rock, landing on her feet as she starts for us.  “You’re not her,” she says, reaching out to me.  I flinch away, feeling something dark and uneasy welling up in me.  I’m scared.  This is the woman that killed my parents.  
 
   I don’t notice the sparks flaring around Liz until my hair starts to stand on end.  I’ve never seen this before, I realize as I look at my foster mom, even when watching her on video.  There’s a crackling sound.  Her eyes are glowing white and her hair, usually spiky to begin with, has grown taller and glows like lightning.  
 
   “Em, I said to go inside,” she says in a cold voice.  Before I can reply, someone grabs me from behind.  I blink up at Andre, who’s pulling me back from the two women.
 
   “Spread out, get those cameras on them--keep them out of range of the electricity!” he bellows as an entire group of cameramen in super uniforms comes rushing out.  “We want to keep our equipment from getting fried--it might be insulated, but Firefly’s--”
 
   The field of crackling electricity seems to disappear, but there’s a strange, oppressive feeling in the air that replaces it.  Andre lets out a curse and picks me up.  “RUN!” he bellows.  “SHE’S MANIPULATING THE ELECTRIC FIELDS!”
 
   The entire group runs as fast as they can, but I’m watching over Andre’s shoulder as we get out of range.  It’s glowing a light blue, smoky color that I can only see now that I’m away from it.  Skystep looks confused--until she lets out a scream.  Her body seems to go transparent for a second before solidifying again--
 
   Liz is going to kill her, I realize in shock.
 
   “NOOO!  LIZ DON’T DO IT!!” I bellow at the top of my lungs, struggling to get free--I can’t.  But Ditto can, I realize as she appears in front of Liz.
 
   “Don’t!” she says, tackling our foster mom and wrapping her arms tightly around her waist--for all of a second before she literally dissolves out of existence.  The haze disappears and Skystep falls to the ground with a thump.  Liz is staring in horror at the space in front of her.                                                                                                  
 
   “Di--Ditto?” she says.  “Ditto, honey, you--you’re--”
 
   I feel the recoil--it’s not the same as being tore apart, but I can’t handle it.  That’s my last thought before I go unconscious, overcome by the pain.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Em--” Andre says as the girl goes limp in his arms.  He pulls her forward, grabbing her head to keep it from flopping around and checks her pulse.  It’s strong and steady.  The girl merely fainted.  “Take her to Central Hall’s ER--I need to go to Liz,” he barks, handing the girl to the nearest cape before rushing to the sobbing white haired woman in the middle of a circle of devastation. 
 
   “Why--”
 
   “Because she’s my future daughter--and that’s my future granddaughter, so GO NOW!” he bellows as he reaches Liz’s side. 
 
   “I--I killed her--” she says, sobbing her heart out as he pulls her into his arms.  “I killed my baby girl--Ditto--”
 
   “Shhh,” he says, sitting on the ground and rocking her gently.  “She’s a doppelganger--she’ll be okay.”
 
   “I killed her,” she says again, not hearing him.  He wraps his huge arms around her, feeling a bit of wonder that such a delicate frame (to him, at least) could do so much.  This woman absolutely deserves the title of S-class, he thinks as he starts to stroke her hair.
 
   “She’ll be back,” he promises as she turns into his chest and starts to bawl.  He notices she doesn’t say a word about Skystep.  It’s as if the “death” of the doppelganger has made her forget the woman was even there.
 
   “Boss--about Skystep?” someone asks him.
 
   “Take her to the ER, too,” he says, rubbing Liz’s back.  “We’ll catch up with you soon.”
 
   “Em--” Liz says, coming back to the present.  “Is Em okay?  She’s alive, right?  I didn’t hurt her?”
 
   “She’s unconscious,” Andre tells her.  “We’re taking her to the Hall’s ER.  We’re going to follow them now, okay?  Put them in two separate cars!” he snaps at his workers as he stands.  “I don’t want Emily near that lady, even if they are unconscious.”
 
   “I want to ride with Em,” Liz says, pulling out of his hold and racing for the van they’re putting Emily in.  Andre pulls out his phone, rather than replying.
 
   “We’re bringing in Emily and Skystep,” he says over the phone, “unconscious.  I’ll explain when we get there.”  Then he hangs up and slips it into his pocket, heading for the second van.
 
   There’s no way he’s going to leave Skystep alone with a C-class cape driver, even if Skystep is unconscious
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What exactly happened, Liz?” Jeanie demands as they enter the waiting room.  Liz is pacing while Nico watches her with an unreadable expression on his face.  The large black man sitting to the side is only noticed by Ken, who walks over and shakes his hand.  Trent is standing right next to the nurse’s door, looking close to tearing it down.
 
   “Skystep hunted me down,” Liz says angrily.  “I was going to take it easy on her, but then she saw Emily.  She wouldn’t stop trying to talk to her--and when she reached for her I felt--it’s like I felt Emily’s fear.  I got angry,” she says, taking a deep breath.  “I lost it.”
 
   “She started to manipulate the electric field around her,” Nico says.  “I felt it all the way from the apartment.”
 
   “You can do that?” Jeanie asks, looking a bit shocked.  Liz just looks at her dryly.
 
   “I’m the daughter of Superior,” Liz says when Jeanie doesn’t seem to grasp it.  “I’m classified as an S-class, Jeanie, and it’s not because of brute strength like you.  You’ve beaten me in every wrestling match we’ve ever had, remember?”
 
   “Oh, right.  But we’ve never seen that.”
 
   “Wrong,” Andre says.  “She did it once when she was sixteen.  I’ve got a video of it--it cuts out halfway through, of course, but you can see what’s starting to happen.  That’s why we mostly use drones to follow her when she’s working.”
 
   “When you were SIXTEEN?” Ken asks, looking shocked.
 
   “She’s gotten a lot stronger since then,” Andre tells him.
 
   “And when did you plan on telling me you owned HTV?” Nico asks him.
 
   “Is that really an issue to discuss right now?” Andre asks.
 
   “How’d you get the cash when you were living in that group house and doing construction work on the side?”
 
   “I stole the clone,” Andre admits, “it made me millions.  I also had a ready-made crew living in the house, so it wasn’t too much work.”
 
   Nico lets out a snort, grinning for all of a second before turning serious as a nurse walks in.  “How is she?” he asks as Liz turns.
 
   “She’s stable--the child, that is.  Skystep is a bit more affected,” the nurse admits.  “Does she have any representatives here?”
 
   “No,” Nico says even as the door opens and Flame walks in.
 
   “How is Skystep?” he asks, only to look at Liz.  “Did you really have to go that far?” he demands.
 
   Liz stares at him for a long moment and the lights flash overhead.  Nico grabs her before she lunges, hauling her back.  “Skystep was threatening Emily,” Nico says coldly.  “You should thank Emily when she wakes up, otherwise Skystep would be dead right now--or wishing she was.”
 
   “She threatened Emily?” Flame asks, looking shocked.  “I’m... really pretty confused right now,” he admits, looking at the group of capes that surround him.  “Can someone tell me exactly what happened?  In fact, start out with telling me how you put a woman that can phase through matter into a hospital?”
 
   “She’s the daughter of Superior,” Nico says simply, placing a hand on Liz’s shoulder.  The look of shock on Flame’s face says that he didn’t know that fact.
 
   “Excuse me, but Emily is awake,” a new nurse says as she steps into the room.  “She’s asking for a ‘Liz’?”
 
   “I’m coming,” Liz says, following her out of the room.  
 
   The door opens almost the second she’s gone and Taurus walks in, looking almost frantic.  He’s still in his cape uniform and has a bit of rubble on his shoulders and in his hair.  “Is Liz okay?”
 
   “You have really lousy timing, son,” Andre points out.
 
   Taurus groans.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s repeating over and over in my mind--the view from Ditto’s eyes.  Liz had looked so scary from Ditto’s eyes.  She’d been like an avenging angel, about to kill--for me.  I don’t know what I’ve ever done to deserve something like that.  I...
 
   “Emily?  I’ve brought Firefly,” a nurse says, peeking in.  I’m almost scared to see her, I realize abruptly.  What if she looks like she had when facing Skystep?  I don’t think I could handle it--
 
   “Em?  Sweetie?” Liz asks, peeking in shyly.  “Can I come in?”
 
   She looks like Liz, I think with relief.  Tears escape me, pouring down my cheeks as I hold out my arms.  She crosses the room, pulling me into a hug so tight that I let out a little squeak of my own.  “How is Ditto?” she asks as she finally pulls back.  “Is she okay?”
 
   “I... think?” I admit.  “I haven’t tried summoning her yet.”
 
   “Please try,” she says, looking serious as she pulls back.  I nod, looking to the right of her--
 
   Nothing happens.  A tiny frown of worry pulls at my lips and I close my eyes, picturing Ditto.  Still nothing happens.  I open my eyes, but just as I thought, Ditto isn’t there.  “I--I think I’m just stressed,” I say, looking down.  I feel sick to my gut.  Did she die?  Can a doppelganger die?  I’m starting to get scared.  “I just need to calm down--I mean, it’ll be fine, right?”
 
   “Yeah,” she says, but there’s a strained, worried look in her eye.  “It’ll be fine in a day or two.  You had quite a scare, right?  It’s probably messing up your concentration.”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, unable to keep looking her in the eye.  I feel a shiver race through me, then another, until suddenly I’m bawling like a baby, loud and obnoxious.  The door opens but I don’t even realize it until both Trent and Liz are hugging me from either side of the bed.  Liz is sobbing, too, though.
 
   “Shhh,” Trent says, pulling both of us into a hug.  “It’ll be okay.  Ditto is going to come back, you’ve just had a bit of a traumatic moment,” he says, rubbing my back.  “When Aubrey gets back she’ll help, okay?”
 
   “Ye--yeah,” I say, sniffling.  It’s pathetic.  This is the second time today that I’ve cried like a baby in front of him.  He’s probably getting sick of me.  
 
   No, I’ve got enough stress with Ditto being gone as it is.  I’ll worry about the pathetic girlfriend problem later.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Flint steps into the room, hesitating as a nurse walks past him with a chart in her hands.  “Please keep quiet,” she says, “she’s still recovering.”
 
   “She’s got S-class healing, though,” Flint says, frowning as he looks over at the still form on the hospital bed.
 
   “She does, which is the only reason I’m even allowing you to come in,” she says, “it’s also the only reason she’s still alive.”
 
   He nods, heading in as she leaves and stopping next to the bed.  He can literally see the healing happening, he thinks as he watches Skystep.  “I won’t say I’m happy with all the crap you’ve been doing lately,” he tells the unconscious woman as he sits down in the chair next to her bed.  “You hurt a lot of the crew back home.  Then you chase me all the way back here, and then you go after Firefly.  Why in the world did you pick her to attack?”
 
   “She...” he looks up, realizing Skye is awake, “seemed... like fun.”
 
   “Well you learned better, didn’t you?”
 
   “Why is a mini...” she takes a deep breath and he almost feels guilty, “Melody... here?” she asks, turning shining, tear-filled eyes on him.
 
   “She’s her daughter.  She’s going to my nephew’s school for capes,” he says.
 
   “She... had a... daughter?”
 
   “Yeah.  They had a daughter.”
 
   The tears start to fall silently and he reaches out, patting her hand.  There are no words, they would just bring up things that can’t be changed.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I have to thank you,” Aubrey says to the man carrying her.  They’d flown over half the country in the middle of the night after working almost constantly for who knows how long--and it’s all thanks to this man, she thinks.
 
   “Si,” Voltdrain says, glancing down with a slight smile, “you have, several times.”
 
   “But it’s my sister--I just--I’m sorry about the rest of your group,” she says, looking guilty, “but it’s nothing that their natural healing abilities won’t fix with a few days--make sure they take the time off, understand?  I don’t want them aggravating their wounds.”
 
   “Si,” he says again, a hint of amusement in his tone, “I will make sure they remember.”
 
   Aubrey has the grace to look sheepish--after all, she was just barking orders at one of the most powerful supers in the world.  It’s just hard to remember, she admits as she watches him for a second.  He’s got such a gentle atmosphere, and the way he’s carrying her says he’s as careful about his strength as any of the Liberty family is.  “You would like the Liberty family,” she says abruptly, only to blush again.
 
   He looks down with a grin.  “I already do,” he says.  “I went to a party with them not that long ago.  They are very nice people.”
 
   “Yeah,” she admits, smiling a bit too happily, “they are.  Oh--we’re here.” she says, a bit startled by how quickly they got there. 
 
   “This is an emergency,” Voltdrain say simply as he lands on the roof.  He doesn’t look too surprised when a handful of black suits with large weapons surround them.
 
   “You’re not cleared for this building, sir,” one of the men says.
 
   “He brought me back,” Aubrey says, sliding out of Voltdrain’s arms and pulling out her tag.  “I was in the South Branch helping out,” she adds as the man scans her tag and watches the information come up on his handheld device.
 
   “And he is?” the man asks, looking at Voltdrain.  Voltdrain obligingly pulls out his Hall card, holding it out to be scanned.  For a moment the man stares at the information blankly.  “I see.  Thank you, Voltdrain,” he says finally, motioning for the others to lower their guns.
 
   “Ms. Life Light--“
 
   “Aubrey,” Aubrey corrects him.
 
   “Welcome home,” he says, smiling at her.  “I know our staff will be excited to know you’re back so quickly.”
 
   “Thank you,” she says, giving him a smile in return before turning back to Voltdrain.  “You’re welcome to stay for the night--it’s a pretty long flight, after all.  I’m sure Jimmi will want to see you before you leave, too, right?”
 
   “I would like that,” Voltdrain says, “but it is late, will they let me into the campus at this time?”
 
   “No, probably not, but they’ll let you into the apartments,” she says, pulling out her phone and calling Nico.  A few moments later Voltdrain is flying away and she’s heading inside, intent on finding her sister--her sisters.
 
   She’s not about to accept the fact that Ditto is dead.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’m jerked awake by the feel of a hand on my shoulder.  I know that Liz is sleeping in the hospital bed next to mine, so I don’t automatically assume that I’m getting kidnapped or anything--it just wakes me up.
 
   The room is lit up by that familiar white light coming from Aubrey’s eyes.  “Aub--“ I start out, stopping as I realize that she’s working.  I don’t want to interrupt her!  I can feel her working, which is strange and a bit unsettling.  I can feel a faint heat flowing through my body, feel tiny twinges and flutters of organs and muscles reacting without me telling them to.
 
   The light fades and she looks down at me with her usual eyes, wrapping her arms around me as she realizes I’m awake.  “Hi,” she says--then promptly climbs into the bed with me.  “Scoot over, I’m exhausted,” she tells me, stealing half of the pillow as I scoot as far as I can.  She’s asleep before I am.
 
   I feel a bit like complaining, but I don’t have the time.  I turn, instead, and focus on the empty area next to my bed.  It flickers, once, twice, then all of a sudden Ditto is standing there.  She gives me a wicked grin and waves.
 
   “Thank God,” I whisper as she disappears again and I fall asleep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “And we’re out,” Liz says, pushing me out of the Hall’s ER wing in a wheelchair the next morning.  We’re now in the main Hall--the area where norms come to visit.  “Want to walk now?” she asks me.
 
   “Mmm,” I say, lounging with one arm over the armrest.  “Do I have to?” I ask, kicking my foot lazily.
 
   “Are you going to make me carry you?” she asks, putting her hands on her hips.  She’s in civvies, and there’s norms wandering around, looking at all the Hall displays.  If the norms see her carrying me as easily as she does, we’ll definitely be caught.  Darn it. 
 
   “Nah, I’ll walk,” I say, hopping to my feet.  The biggest worry they’d had was that Ditto wouldn’t come back.  Now that she’s back, I’m good to go.  “I wish Aubrey could come, though,” I complain as Liz hands the wheelchair off to another black suit and we start through the building. 
 
   “She had to stay,” Liz says, sighing, “Skystep did a number on several of the black suits, too.”
 
   I frown, hugging myself as I think about it.  “Yeah,” I say.  What else can I say?  Aubrey’s so adult.  I feel like such a kid compared to her, and she’s only two years older than me.  “And she even fixed me,” I say.  “Ditto’s back because of her.”
 
   “Thank God,” Liz says for what’s probably the tenth time since she’d found out.  “I thought for sure... no.  Emily?” she asks, holding out a hand to me.  I grab it.  “I’m sorry,” she says.  “I just... lost it.  I never meant to--“
 
   “I know,” I say.  “We had to stop you--but you DID stop, which is the important part.  I don’t want you to be a murderer,” I admit quietly.  “You being here is way more important than what might or might not have happened in the past.”
 
   “You’re such a good girl, Emily,” she says, looking at me closely.  
 
   “What?” I ask.  She just gives me a smile, ruffling my hair before draping an arm over my shoulders and tugging me into a half hug.  “Um... they say Skystep is almost completely healed,” I say quietly.  “What if she wants revenge?”
 
   “I don’t think she’s that stupid,” Liz says, frowning thoughtfully.  “But if she is, I’ll be sure to behave myself.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I jerk, looking around blankly before seeing Ditto standing behind Liz.  It wasn’t Liz that had asked that.  “Ditto?” I ask.  “When did you--“
 
   “Why behave?” she asks.  “Don’t you know what she did?”  She hugs herself, rubbing her arms as if she’s cold, and then disappears.
 
   “Ditto?” Liz asks, taking a step towards where my doppelganger had been standing.  She looks over at me, confused.  “Emily, can you bring her back?”
 
   I frown, wondering why I feel a little nervous.  Just because, I lift my hand, holding it out in the direction where Ditto was standing and summon her.  For a second she looks around curiously, and then a brilliant smile crosses her face as she throws herself into Liz’s arms.
 
   “LIZ!” she bellows, hanging from our foster mom’s neck, she’s hugging so tightly.  I’m not even surprised when she wraps her legs around Liz’s waist, clinging like a monkey.  What I AM surprised about is that she’s wearing a different outfit than she was a second ago.
 
   Something seems... off.  “Ditto, do you really want me to not behave if--if it happens again?” Liz asks.
 
   “What?” Ditto asks.  “When did I say that?” she asks, glancing at me.  “I’m just happy to see you’re not in the Cape Cells--don’t EVER ever leave us, got it?  You’re going to be our mom when we’re like, ninety years old and walking with walkers or whatever ancient capes do,” she declares.
 
   “Mastermental’s older than that,” Liz says, her teasing a bit flat as she looks at me.  We both know that something’s off about this situation.  We just don’t know what it is--yet.  When I look as confused as she does, though, she wraps her arms around Ditto, hugging her tightly.  “Love you,” she says.
 
   “Em, Em!! Did you hear that?” Ditto calls over to me.  “She said it to me, first!”
 
   “Yeah, Ditto, I heard it--don’t let it go to your head!” I call back.  “You just had to die first!”
 
   “Totally worth it,” Ditto says.  The look of shock on Liz’s face would be funny if it were any other situation, but I know Ditto can’t see it because she’s clinging again with her head against Liz’s chest.  Instead she reaches out one arm and I race over, hugging them both as tears threaten.  Somewhere along the way a batch of black suits have surrounded us as a mob, blocking he view of the norms--probably when Ditto started showing up.  They’re seeing all of this, I think.  I don’t care.
 
   What does bother me, though, was that first time Ditto showed up.  Could it be--
 
   No, I don’t think so.
 
   “Hey, is that my girlfriend in there?” I hear someone say quietly from several feet away.  The black suits part, forming a path to my little family.  I look up as Trent walks through, grinning at him as he sees us.  “Ditto!” he says, his expression changing from worried to happy as he sees her.
 
   “TRENT!” she bellows, jumping from Liz into Trent’s arms.  “Liz said she loves me!”
 
   “She did, did she?”
 
   “Yeah!  Then Em said I had to die to get it, but I don’t care because I’m back,” she says.  “It was sort of quick and I don’t remember much of it anyway, so it doesn’t matter, right?  Hey, let’s skip school and go on a date, whaddaya say?  Just the two of us.”
 
   “Hey now!” I protest.  “No hogging the boyfriend!”
 
   “He owes me a trip to Build-A-Bear,” Ditto tells me, “don’t think I’ve forgotten how you took Carla out--that’s cheating, you know!”
 
   “It wasn’t cheating,” he says as she twists so she’s piggy-back.  “It was bribery to keep her from running off on me.  That girl is seriously fast.”  He hooks his arms under her legs and looks over at me.  I shrug and head to Liz’s side, since she was just abandoned.  Plus, I need to talk to her.
 
   “Why don’t you two go on that date?” I say, much to both of their surprise.  “I want to spend some time with Liz.  She was a bit traumatized, I think.”  It says something when Liz just flushes slightly and looks away, stammering something incomprehensible.
 
   “Yeah, okay,” Trent says.  “We’ll meet you back at the apartment in... two hours?” he offers.  “Wanna go to a movie, Dit?  We’ll go to the toy store when Em can come.”
 
   “Sure!”
 
   A tiny part of me feels jealous, I realize as they head off, but I shove it down, turning and looking at Liz.  “Want to get an ice cream?” I ask her.
 
   “For breakfast?” she asks.
 
   “Can we not?”
 
   “I didn’t say that,” she says, “just let me call up Nico first and tell him what we’re doing.  He’s probably worried.”
 
   “Call Taurus, too--and Andre,” I tell her, “and probably Jack--“ I stop as the norms start freaking out and look up to see Jack stepping through the front door.  “Forget about Jack, Aubrey must have told him already.”
 
   He stops in front of us, looking at me strangely.  I hear someone start to protest, but Jack ignores them as he reaches up, poking me in the forehead.  “You alive?” he says.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “All of you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Good,” he says before walking past us to the door that leads to the ER.
 
   “Next time come in from the back, dork,” I mutter, giving him a dirty look.  I hear him laughing as Liz hauls me off.  “He’s such a pain sometimes,” I say, shaking my head.  “Really, I still don’t see what Aub sees in him,” I tell her.  “Aubrey needs someone not such a bully!”
 
   “He doesn’t bully her,” Liz says.  “Trust me, I watched him like a hawk that first month.”
 
   “Yeah, but he bullies me!” I protest.
 
   “When did he bully you?”
 
   “He just poked me in the forehead!  That’s bullying!” I lie cheerfully.  “I’m going to have to get him back for that one.”
 
   “Yeah?  How?”
 
   “I’m thinking magnets,” I decide, “but I’m open to suggestions!”
 
   “Nah,” Liz says, draping an arm over my shoulders and tugging me into her side.  “He was worried about you, right?”
 
   “Yeah, but... so am I,” I admit as we reach the street.  “That first time Ditto showed up--I don’t know what happened.  I didn’t summon her, Liz,” I say seriously, looking her in the eyes.  “I had no idea she was even there--and she wasn’t...”
 
   “Yeah,” Liz says, “I noticed.”
 
   “Was it Ditto?” I ask.  “Ditto didn’t seem to remember saying something like that--and she was wearing a different outfit.  What if--what if it WASN’T Ditto?”
 
   “So you think it’s another doppelganger?” she asks.  “How did Ditto show up the first time?”
 
   “I was looking in the mirror,” I say, “and all of a sudden she popped up behind me.  I almost had a heart attack, I swear.  It didn’t help that she disappeared right before I turned around.  It was like living in a horror movie for a little bit.”
 
   “Then we know what we have to look forward to,” Liz says.  “The only problem is...”
 
   “Her personality,” I finish for her.  “It was... off.”
 
   “Why don’t we go see Mastermental?” she asks.
 
   “Yeah.”  She looks at me, I look at her, and we reluctantly turn and go back inside, heading up the stairs that lead to Mastermental’s office.  Looks like it’s time to get my brain scanned.
 
   Somehow I’m really not looking forward to it.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SIX
 
   “So,” Trent says as Ditto slips off of his back and moves to his side.  She takes his hand, slipping her fingers through his.  “What’s going on, Ditto?”
 
   “Um...”  There’s hesitation in her voice, which makes him glance over at her.  “Well... I think... that Emily’s going through a growth period.”
 
   He looks at her, raising an eyebrow as he puts his hand on her head.  “Doesn’t seem like it to me--unless it’s something else?”
 
   “You’re making fun of our chest size, aren’t you?” she says, giving him a dirty look before peeking down her shirt.  “Well, guess you’ve got good reason,” she admits after a second.
 
   “Don’t do that in public!” he says, starting to laugh.  “It doesn’t look right.”
 
   “No, what wouldn’t look right is if YOU looked,” she says, “me looking is no big deal.  But like I was saying, I think Emily is going through a growth period--her abilities,” she finishes on a whisper.
 
   “What are you talking about?” he asks.  “How can you tell?”
 
   “I don’t know, but I feel stronger.  Hey, Trent, instead of going to the movies, will you go with me somewhere else?”
 
   “Where to?” he asks.
 
   “The park,” she says, tugging his hand and changing course.  He follows along, letting her lead them to an ancient, graffiti covered playground in a park where there’s no one to be seen.  “Look, I haven’t mentioned this to Emily, in fact I didn’t even realize it until this morning, but something’s happening,” she says as she heads for a picnic table.
 
   “Yeah?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah,” she says as she reaches down and picks the picnic table--and its connected benches--off the ground with no effort.  “I’m getting stronger.  I think Emily is, too.  You know how Falconess suggested we make a new doppelganger?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Well I didn’t really think it would work--but it will,” she says, putting the table down.  “I’m just wondering what will happen to me if she does.”  She grabs his hand, tugging him over to the table.  “Sit on top,” she orders him.
 
   “You sure?  I weigh a lot more than I look.”
 
   “I know, I was there at the water slide, remember?” she says.  “Get on, I want to try it.”
 
   He climbs on top of the table, sitting there as she moves to the side.  He sees her grit her teeth slightly, but he feels the table lift slowly.  She moves underneath, lifting it straight up with a grunt.  “I was right,” she says a bit breathlessly.  “It’s getting easier.”
 
   “So what does it mean?” he asks as she puts the table down and climbs out from underneath.
 
   “It means that Emily’s probably twice as strong when I’m not out,” she says, climbing onto the table next to him.  “And at this rate, she’ll be really strong when she’s full grown, right?”
 
   “I meant for you,” he says.  “You said you were worried about what it would mean for you.”
 
   “Oh,” she says, looking down.  “Well, I’ll be one of who knows how many?” she says finally.  “She’ll realize what I really am--a part of her already has.”
 
   “What do you think you really are?” he asks, reaching up and touching her cheek.
 
   “A tool,” she says with a bittersweet smile, “one that can be tossed into the fire without dying, just like what happened last night.  I chose to do it this time, but sooner or later she’ll realize she can make me do it.  A part of her knows that’s what I’m for--that’s why she left me with that family.  I’m here to take the abuse that she can’t handle.”
 
   “That’s not--“
 
   “Which of us knows Emily better, Trent?” she asks.  “I AM her--or a part of her, at least.  My biggest job is to do what she needs me to do.  I just...”
 
   He pulls her into a hug, cuddling her close as she starts to cry.  “You ARE her,” he says quietly.  “It’s confusing, and difficult, but she wouldn’t have put so much of her heart into you if she saw you as just a tool.  She wouldn’t bring you out just so you can go swimming, or eat pizza, or watch stupid movies with Liz and Aubrey.  She wouldn’t let you run off with her boyfriend to see a movie if she didn’t see you as an important part of her.”
 
   “Yeah,” she whispers, hugging him tightly.  “You realize, though, that all of the doppelgangers she comes up with will love you, right?” she asks, looking up at him with a grin.
 
   “All of them?” Trent asks, looking a bit pale.
 
   “Probably!” she says, cheering up with how worried he looks.  “Well, I might be wrong,” she goes on, frowning slightly.  “Maybe if she comes up with them when she’s irritated with you they might not.”
 
   “When has Emily ever been irritated with me?” Trent asks.  “I’m a great boyfriend!”
 
   “HAH!” she says.  “You can be a pain!”
 
   “Never!”
 
   “Breakfast time, lunch time, dinner time, afternoon snack time, morning snack time--“ she lists, counting them off on her fingers, “or when you’re always trying to make peace, even when she’s CLEARLY right.”
 
   “She’s not CLEARLY right,” he says, “you’re just biased.”
 
   “You should be, too!”
 
   He starts laughing, giving up on the argument easily.  “Ready to go back?” he asks with a grin.
 
   “Nope--I want a smoothie!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I feel a bit jealous of Ditto right now, I’m not going to lie.  Mastermental is sitting on his desk in front of me, searching my brain.  He’s not hiding it.  I can see various memories popping up and then being pushed aside as he goes deeper into my head.  “Calm,” he says gently, “I know you want to put up your walls, but you’re doing good.”
 
   “Nico says I’ve got some telepathic abilities,” I say, “is it true?”
 
   “Very true,” he says.  “You’ve noticed them, yourself, haven’t you?”
 
   “I blocked Max from trying to read my mind,” I brag, “but it wasn’t very hard.”
 
   “No, I’m sure it wasn’t,” he says with a slight smile.  “It’s been driving him a bit crazy, trying to get his telepathic abilities to work properly.”
 
   “Is he really having that much trouble?” I ask, a bit shocked at the image of Max having trouble with ANYTHING.  “He always seems to be good at everything,” I say with a hint of complaint.  “That’s just not right, you know?”
 
   “Oh, he’s not good at everything in the least,” Double M says with amusement.
 
   “Yeah?” I ask eagerly.  Blackmail material, whoot!
 
   “I heard that thought, you know,” he says, “but Max is a lousy artist--he has trouble drawing stick figures, much less something better.  He’s also a bit too quick to decide what others should be doing--and promptly tell them what that is.”
 
   “Oh, I KNEW that,” I say, waving it off.  “He’s bossy.”
 
   “Exactly,” Mastermental says.  “I don’t know where that comes from, of course.”
 
   It startles a laugh out of me, seeing the guy in charge of the entire Hall--all of the branches, if you go deep enough--saying that with such an innocent face.
 
   “Here,” he says.  I stop abruptly as a series of memories flash through my mind.  “It starts here--you consciously decided that you were going to have a second doppelganger, right?”
 
   The scene with Falconess pauses in my mind and I look closely at the shadow that appears.  “So it IS a second one,” I say.  “But why was she so angry?”
 
   “Because you are,” he says, looking me in the eyes.  “You’ve buried a lot of pain and anger, Emily, even past your conscious level.  Watch what happened with Liz.”
 
   I see through my own eyes as Liz pushes me behind her--and I feel it.  “You see, the moment you saw Skystep you unconsciously projected your fear and rage,” Double M says as the emotions turn into colors I can see and the scene pauses.  It’s like I’m here again, I think as I look around.  
 
   “So--“ I say, my eyes falling on the yellow and sickly green colors that swirl around me.
 
   “They hit Liz hardest,” Mastermental says, pointing as the colors move slowly, wrapping around my foster mom.  “Because Liz loves you so much, she felt it stronger than most--you unconsciously influenced her,” he says as I see a white light flare up over Liz’s body.  “She reacted to the fear you were projecting without thinking.”
 
   When Skystep starts talking I see the white that surrounds Liz change into a crackling energy before it seems to solidify into a wall.  “That’s when her true nature started to show,” Double M tells me, pausing the scene.  “Do you know why we allow them to call themselves Superiors?” he asks.
 
   “She did something to some field, right?” I say.  “Andre was shouting about it.”
 
   “She manipulated the electric field,” he says.  “That means she can control the force that keeps atoms together in an object.  She controls a large area, much like her father does, in a slightly different way.  Your foster mother, the woman that adores you, is one of the most dangerous supers in the world.  She truly deserves the title of Superior.  Had she wanted to call herself something with that in the title, we wouldn’t have said a word.”
 
   Suddenly we’re back in his office.  He’s got both of his hands on my shoulders and a deadly serious expression on his face.  “You need to learn to control your projecting, Emily,” he tells me. 
 
   “Love is... dangerous,” I whisper.
 
   “No, love is beautiful,” he says, smiling gently at me.  “Fear, though, fear is extremely dangerous.”
 
   I nod, staring at my hands rather than looking at him.  “I didn’t mean to.”
 
   “I know you didn’t.  Liz knows you didn’t, either.  This was a very bad situation on all fronts.”
 
   “Liz isn’t going to get in trouble, is she?” I ask.  “She went too far, but it was my fault, we already figured that out--is Skystep--is she--“
 
   “She’s recovering quickly,” he says.  “Liz is under house arrest, though, as soon as you get back to the apartments.  Nico’s been informed.”
 
   “Would she have gone to the Cape Cells?” I ask quietly.
 
   “In that situation, had she killed her... it’s a very real possibility,” he says.  “There was no obvious threat, merely a rude greeting.  Even considering your influence, Liz is a well trained super hero--she should act with self control.  But because of what your doppelganger did, that crisis was averted.  In a way, you’re the hero of this situation,” he says.
 
   “What about my second doppelganger?” I ask him.
 
   “Well, she could become a problem,” he admits, “or she could become a great asset.  You are in control of your own thoughts and emotions, Emily, regardless of how it feels at the moment.  When you control your emotions you’ll control yourself--and your doppelgangers.”
 
   He’s telling a fifteen year old girl to control her emotions.  I AM that fifteen year old girl, and even I realize how ridiculous it is.  I just don’t have a choice, I think as the image of the green and yellow fog tangling around Liz flashes through my mind.  I have to protect my new family.  I love them too much to lose them.
 
   I need to learn to control my emotions--and my new doppelganger.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Mastermental sits down at his desk, watching the door that the girl had just walked out of with his fingertips meeting.  After a long moment he leans forward, pressing a call button on his phone.  “Call Flameblaster for me,” he orders.
 
   He needs to get to the bottom of this.  The connection between Emily and Liz is so strong that if Skystep is rash enough to do something again, she WILL die.  The last thing he can allow is for Liz to be stuck in the Cape Cells.
 
   “Flameblaster is on line one, sir,” his secretary says.
 
   He picks up the phone, pressing it to his ear.  “I need to discuss something with you, Flint,” he says.  “Why don’t you come to my office now?”
 
   “I’m in the middle of the mentor training, can it wait?”
 
   “No, considering the speed Skystep recovers, I don’t think it can.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Mastermental says you’re under house arrest,” I say as we land in front of the apartment building.  “Why didn’t you tell me?”
 
   “Honestly?  It didn’t really even register,” she admits as we stop at the panel and head inside.  “I was so obsessed with what happened to Ditto that I didn’t even think about it.  Doesn’t matter,” she says with a shrug.  “I’d rather be a couch potato for a few weeks, anyway.  Maybe I’ll expand our place to the empty apartment next door, what do you think?”
 
   “Yeah,” I say, watching the footprints closely as I make my way through the security field.  “Liz?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I love you.”
 
   “I love you, too, Em!”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I say quietly.  I know even better now than I did before talking with Mastermental.  I’m about to say something else as we get through the shield, only I stop as I realize that Ditto and Trent have returned.  I turn, watching them come in with a curious look.  I won’t know what happened between the two of them until Ditto disappears, not unless they tell me.  They’re smiling, walking hand in hand until they get to the panel.
 
   A part of me is jealous.  Here I get my brain searched while she was out playing around with my boyfriend--I stop as they step through the shield, blinking stupidly as Ditto lets go of Trent and rushes forward, wrapping her arms around me tightly.  “I love you, Em!” she says.
 
   “What?” I say, when it still doesn’t make sense a second later.
 
   “I love you,” she says, pulling away and looking me in the eye.  “And I forgive you for cheating on me with other doppelgangers.”
 
   “I--how would that be cheating?” I finally get out.
 
   “It’s totally cheating, right, Trent?” Ditto says to Trent.
 
   “I’m not getting in the middle of this one,” he says, holding up both hands.
 
   “Like ALWAYS,” Ditto complains.  “I yelled at him for that bad habit while we were in the park,” she tells me, draping an arm over my shoulder, which is a bit awkward since we’re the same height.
 
   “She’s got a point,” I have to agree, looking over at Trent.  “You never take sides on anything.”
 
   “Hey, I like to think there are always plenty of you on the same side already,” he declares, putting one hand on my head and the other on Ditto’s.  He ruffles our hair affectionately before heading for the apartment.  “It’s lunchtime, right?”
 
   “Oh--oh crap, I totally forgot!” I say, starting to freak out.  “I’ve got to go to the dorms!  Liz, I’ll be back later, I’ve got cooking class to go to--”
 
   “No you don’t--someone needs to go with you,” she says, starting forward.
 
   “You’re under house arrest,” I say.  “It’s only twenty feet away!  You can watch me from here, right?”
 
   “Trent, go with her,” Liz says instead.
 
   “Sure,” he says.
 
   “It’s not like Skystep has even gotten out of the ER,” I complain.  “I’ll be perfectly fine!”  But arguing about this is taking up more time and if I’m late, who knows what Vinny will do?  He might swear off teaching me!  He’s got important things to do, after all--like feeding the entire dorm!  He’s also got a would-be girlfriend to flirt with and--
 
   Instead of all this thinking, I really need to go, I decide, only to blink as Ditto pats me on the shoulder.  “I’ll go!” she says, poofing away.  For a second I get an image of a picnic table and Trent, and then it’s gone.  She’s already at the dorm.
 
   “I wanted to go,” I complain.
 
   “How about this?  You take classes with Mom while Ditto takes classes with Vinny?” Trent offers.  “Mom should be back from her rounds for church by now.”
 
   “So... two classes at once?” I ask.
 
   “Yeah, two classes at once.”
 
   “Jeanie wouldn’t mind, would she?” I ask, more of myself than him.  Maybe... maybe I’d been going about this a bit wrong.  Maybe I should take more advantage of having more than one of me.  “I’m going to go ask her!” I declare, racing up the stairs to their apartment.  The sight of Ken and Jeanie in the kitchen was no surprise.  The intimate moment between the two, though, doesn’t register until I’m already in the kitchen.
 
   “Oops, um--I’m interrupting,” I say, blushing brightly as they turn to me.  Ken starts laughing even as Jeanie pulls out of his hug and crosses over to wrap her arms around me.  I let out a little “eep” when her hug is a bit too strong and she loosens her hold, blushing slightly.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, I’m so glad to see you’re out of the ER already!” she says, kissing me on the cheek before pulling back.  
 
   “Yeah, but, um, I can leave the room if you want to continue doing the whole kissy stuff--” I offer, still stuck on that.
 
   Ken bursts out laughing, making my blush get even worse.  Jeanie shoots him a look before placing both hands on my shoulders.  “Sweetie, we’re married,” she says.
 
   “Yeah, I know, I was just--”
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with kissing your husband,” she tells me with a brilliant smile, “or yelling at him when he’s being a brat,” she adds with another pointed look at Ken.  “Now how are you feeling?  Should you go back to bed?  Where’s Ditto?” she asks in machine gun fashion, leaving me no time to reply.  “I know that Liz is under house arrest, but she’ll be fine--”
 
   “Yeah, she’s fine with it,” I say, just jumping in the middle of her sentence because it seems like she won’t stop.  “The house arrest thing.  She’s thinking of knocking out the wall between our apartment and the empty one next door--I’m not sure why, but,” I shrug, “maybe she’ll put in a game room or something,” I decide.
 
   “Oh good,” Jeanie says.  “I hope,” she adds with a hint of worry.  “I heard Aubrey is back, too--the two of you should keep her occupied enough.  Hopefully.”
 
   “Honey, you just used the word ‘hope’ twice,” Ken points out.  “Liz will be fine.”
 
   “I know, I know--it’s just she gets a bit antsy when she’s stuck in one place for too long,” Jeanie says.  “Maybe we should go rent her some movies, or video games!  Video games would be good!”
 
   “Okay, we’ll go out and rent her a dozen video games,” Ken says.  “Maybe I’ll stop by and play a few rounds with her--”
 
   “Nope, won’t work,” I say, not surprised to see Jeanie shaking her head as well.
 
   “Yeah?” he asks.
 
   “Liz goes into the game,” I explain.
 
   “She enjoys playing her own version,” Jeanie adds helpfully.  “Well, when you’ve got that ability it’s rather hard to ignore, don’t you think?”
 
   “How come I’ve never seen that?” Ken asks.  “It sounds awesome.”
 
   “It is!  I’ve watched Zoe do it a dozen times,” I say, grinning cheerfully as I remember.  “She kicks butt.”
 
   “Must be a family hobby,” Ken says.
 
   “Nah, Sunny can’t do it--he’s tried,” I say.  “It’s just the ones with tech based abilities, like Nico, Zoe and Liz.  Liz counts because she can wiretrip,” I explain, having asked the same thing before.  “Or at least that’s what she told me.  I think there’s more to it, but hey, she gets so distracted all the time that it was difficult to get that much out of her--it came with a half hour long story about Nico training her when she was a kid,” I finish with a grin.  The story had been funny.
 
   “She does that,” Jeanie agrees happily, “especially now that Nico is out of the Cape Cells.  When he was in them, well, she was a lot more quiet about what happened in her past.”
 
   I nod, not knowing what to say to that, really.  I hadn’t been around when Nico was in the cells.  “Hey, um, I know this is a bit off topic, but can you give me another cooking class?” I ask.  “Ditto’s over at the dorms, learning from Vinny, and Trent suggested having two different classes at once might be a good idea.”
 
   “Of course, I’d love to!” Jeanie says, hugging me again before rushing off.  “Let me get the matching aprons!”
 
   Yes, she said matching aprons.  I’ve caught Trent wearing one before–they have ruffles! Jeanie comes out of the pantry, holding out one of the aprons to me and tying on her own.  “I think we should do hamburgers this time!” she says.
 
   “Sounds good,” I say, glancing up as the door opens and Trent comes in.  “We should make extras, right?” I ask.
 
   “Oh, sweetie, haven’t you figured it out?  In this household there’s no such thing,” Jeanie says, pulling out a massive thing of hamburger.
 
   This is going to take a while, I think dryly.  At least it’s calming.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So...” Flint says as he steps into the large office.  Mastermental is sitting at his desk, flipping through a file with a curious expression on his face.  “What’s the big problem?”
 
   “Skystep is,” Mastermental says, closing the file and tossing it onto the desk.  “When I agreed to let you transfer I didn’t plan on bringing in a new super villain, as well.  We’ve got a schedule for that sort of thing, you realize.”
 
   “Skystep isn’t--”
 
   “She chased down Firefly just to see what she was like,” Double M interrupted bluntly.  “Do you know how stupid that is?  Firefly doesn’t fight super villains for a reason, Flame.  She’s strictly for spying, flashy rescues, and showing the world that the Hall is completely fine with gender equality--but that’s a lie,” he says bluntly.
 
   “So you don’t believe in gender equality?” Flame asks sharply.
 
   “No, I don’t, purely because most of the men I know AREN’T her equal.  And yet your foolish little nemesis hunts her down when she’s already feeling protective.  You should be on your knees, kissing Emily’s ugly combat boots as thanks for stopping her from killing the woman.”  Flint winces, the image of Skystep’s tattered body flashing through his mind.  He finds her troublesome, to be honest, but Mastermental is right.  “I want to know what you know about Emily’s parents’ death,” Mastermental goes on, looking the tall redhead straight in the eye.  “Either you volunteer the information or I get it straight from her.”
 
   Flint hesitates before turning and closing the door.  He crosses the room, dropping down in the chair across from Mastermental.  “She didn’t kill Melody and Helter Skelter,” he says slowly, “but she might have been... a part of it.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Lunch went well--neither the apartment or the dorm kids died or anything, and I’d only burnt the burgers a bit--the charred parts actually added to the flavor!  Or at least that’s what Ken told me.  Ken’s really nice like that.  I’m tired.  Ditto went to afternoon classes for me, she’ll be back soon.  Me being this tired is ridiculous, it’s not even three in the afternoon, but I am.  I grab my phone, calling Aubrey and getting her answering machine.  “Hey, Aub, just thought I’d check in,” I say, feeling extremely lonely, “call me when you get the chance, okay?”  I hang up the phone and slip it into my pocket as I drop down on our couch.
 
   I almost jump as I realize I’m sitting on Liz’s lap.  She’d crashed out on the couch, sound asleep even after I sat on her.  I didn’t realize she was tired.  For a moment I just sit there, wondering if she’ll even notice, and then I reluctantly get up, tugging the throw off of the back of the couch and pulling it over her.
 
   The knock on the door makes me glance up.  It opens before I can say anything and Taurus walks in.  “Em?” he says.
 
   “I’m here,” I say.
 
   “Is Liz?”
 
   “Yeah, but she’s dead to the world,” I say, reaching down and gently touching her white hair.  She mutters something and rolls away from me, still asleep.
 
   “I’m not surprised,” he says as he walks in, looking down at my foster mom.  “Dad said that she manipulated the electric field.  I bet that took a lot out of her.”  He smiles slightly at the sight of the sleeping super before turning to me and hauling me into a hug.  For a second I’m shocked, especially when he literally picks me off of my feet, holding me close.  “Thank you,” he says, burying his face in my neck.
 
   “Wh--what?”
 
   “You stopped her.  You risked Ditto to do it, but you didn’t even think about that, did you?”
 
   “I couldn’t let her be a killer,” I say, leaning into his hug now that I know what it’s about.  Taurus is a huge guy–maybe even bigger than Ken.  “Shouldn’t you be hugging her, instead?” I ask.
 
   “No, last time I woke her up she shocked me so bad my hair stood on end for a week,” he says, making me snicker.  “That’s not easy to do with dreadlocks, you know?  I had to wear it in a ponytail to make it look like it was on purpose.”
 
   I’m flat out laughing by this point because I remember that week.  “She did that?” I ask, grinning at him.
 
   “Yeah, she did,” he says, letting me down and looking over at Liz.  “Want to talk about it?” he asks seriously.  “I know Ken will show up sooner or later, but... we all have that moment.”
 
   “What moment?” I ask.
 
   “Where we’re sure we’re going to die,” he says, dropping down on a chair and looking me in the eye.  He barely has to tilt his head up to do so.  “You went to Double M after you got out--what did he tell you?”
 
   I drop down on the armrest of Liz’s couch, hesitating for a moment.  “We walked through my memories,” I say quietly.  “He says my telepathy–that I unconsciously affected Liz.  I was... I was afraid of Skystep,” I admit, looking down.  “Pathetic, huh?  Here I am supposed to be Kid Liberty’s partner-in-training and I’m afraid of someone.  Maybe I should... maybe I should tell him to find someone else--”
 
   “I really doubt that’d go over well,” he says, smiling crookedly.  “We aren’t perfect, Em.  We all run into something we fear sooner or later.  Liz did last night, I think.”
 
   “She wasn’t--”
 
   “If she wasn’t afraid, she wouldn’t have reacted so strongly,” he says.  “If I’d been in her place, I would have been.”
 
   “What?” I ask blankly.
 
   “It’s not just Liz that I love,” he says so calmly that it takes a moment to sink in.  “I want to be part of this family, Em,” he tells me.  “Going too fast will get me in trouble, though, so I don’t push it with Liz,” he admits, glancing at the couch, “but I’ve got some big plans--I like to think of them as long term goals.”
 
   “Like what?” I ask.
 
   “Like family vacations,” he says, grinning at me, “trips to Colorado or Florida, or some other tourist trap.  We’d have to talk Double M into letting Aubrey off work, but I think we’ll be able to manage.  We can dress in stupid outfits and carry massive cameras around.  It’d be fun.”
 
   “YOU can dress in stupid outfits,” I inform him, already picturing it.
 
   “Hey now, I’ve SEEN your cowgirl hat,” he says.
 
   “So?  That’s not stupid!”
 
   “You can carry a bowling ball in that sucker.”  I bite back a laugh, because he’s right.  “We’ll go diving and try skydiving, I’ll teach you to drive and ride a motorcycle,” he goes on.  “We’ll be a cape family--I didn’t even realize a working cape family existed until I met Ken, did you know that?  But I want it--I want you and Aubrey to be my little girls,” he declares.
 
   “We’re not that little,” I point out.
 
   “You know what I mean,” he says with a shrug, “and you’re barely five feet tall.”
 
   “I want little sisters,” I say, boldly, “and maybe a brother, too.”
 
   “That one’s totally not up to me,” he points out dryly.  “But there’s a chance for all of that thanks to you--well, that’s if we can convince Liz.  That’s why I’m thanking you,” he says, his leg bouncing slightly as if he’s uncomfortable.  “But,” he says slowly, “in order for us to be a real family, you’re going to have to learn to trust us--especially Liz.”
 
   “I do trust Liz!” I say, shocked at the idea.
 
   “You don’t,” he tells me in a gentle tone.  “If you did, you wouldn’t have been scared.”
 
   I feel like he slapped me, even though the way he said it was compassionate.  I didn’t trust Liz when Skystep showed up?  I feel so freaking guilty right now that it’s hard to believe.  I look down at my hands, searching for something to say.  The door opens and Ditto barges in before I manage to.  “I’m hooo-ome!” she practically bellows before jumping over the back of the chair--and landing on Taurus.  “Hey, this is my chair--scoot over!” she tells him, leaning her back against the armrest and pressing against his leg with her feet.  He doesn’t even budge.  “It’s like pushing on a building,” she tells me, still pushing.
 
   “I got the seat first,” Taurus says.  “You’re going to wake Liz up, you know.”
 
   “She already has,” Liz mutters from the couch.  I wonder, though, if she really slept through that whole conversation.  Liz is sneaky enough to pretend to be asleep.  She sits up, shoving a hand through her hair and looking at anyone BUT Taurus.  “Is school over?”
 
   “Yep,” Ditto says even as Taurus tugs her over his shoulder, threatening to drop her on her head.  She lets out a squeak of laughter like a little kid.  “I got to help Vinny cook lunch--he’s amazing.  It’s like being in one of those cooking shows,” she announces before flipping out of Taurus’s hold.  She looks at me, chewing on her bottom lip for a second before nodding slightly.
 
   She poofs out of existence, sending a flood of memories into my mind.  For a moment I go perfectly still, processing everything that happened to her--especially the scene with the picnic table.  “Em?  Em, you okay?” Taurus asks, waving a huge hand in front of my face.  I shake my head, focusing on the present.
 
   “Ditto thinks I’m getting stronger,” I say.  “She picked up a picnic table and Trent on their date.”
 
   “Yeah?  I’m not surprised,” Taurus says even as Liz jumps up and hugs me.
 
   “My little girl is growing up so quickly!” she says, kissing my temple.  I feel a blush cover my face at how proud she sounds.
 
   “I’m not going to be an S class or anything,” I say, “Nico already wrote that off, so it’s not really that big of a deal.”
 
   “It’s a huge deal,” she says.  “Getting stronger as a super is always a big deal, no matter how high on the scale you wind up at.  I think we should celebrate.”
 
   “Not until Aubrey’s home,” I say.  She hasn’t called me back yet, I notice, but it’s only been a few minutes.  “What do we want to do, anyway?”
 
   “I can go get pizza,” Taurus offers. 
 
    I jerk slightly as my phone rings, answering quickly.  “Hey, Aub--”
 
   “Em, hi, um, we fixed the dog--Jack is already on the way over, do you want to come?” she asks.  She seems a little worried, which has me glancing over at Liz.
 
   “Fixed, as in?” I ask.
 
   “As in we stabilized his genetics--Nico says that Star Born can’t fix him without an entire lab since dog DNA is different from human.  She would have to do tests and have access to things she can’t,” she says.  “So... um... looks like Jack is getting his super dog, after all.”
 
   “YEAH BABY!” I hear Jack bellow from the apartment next door.  I think that means his parents agreed to it.
 
   “Wait, it’s going to live in the apartments?” I ask.
 
   “Right next door,” she agrees dryly.
 
   I look at Liz and then at Taurus.  “Taurus, can you take me to the Hall?” I ask.
 
   “I’m not sure that’s a good idea--” Liz starts out hesitantly.
 
   “Do you trust me to protect her?” Taurus asks.
 
   “I--yeah, of course I do,” Liz says.
 
   “Plus, I’m sure every single Liberty is going to be going as well,” Taurus drawls as the door opens and Trent looks in.  
 
   “Em, you want to come?” he asks.  “We’re getting a dog.”
 
   “Yeah, but it’s not the same thing as going to the pound and picking up a puppy!” I say, almost running across the room to reach him.  “It’s huge--like the size of a horse!”
 
   “Well, yeah,” he says, frowning slightly.  “We’re going to need an extra strong leash, aren’t we?  Think we could get the tailor to make us one?” he asks over his shoulder.
 
   “Of course!” I hear Jeanie say.  “And he’ll need a new name--have you boys thought of something yet?  Remember, you’ll both be walking him!”
 
   “But he’s supposed to be my dog lackey, Mom,” Jack complains as I step out of the apartment.  “If people see Kid Liberty walking my dog they’ll think he’s a good guy--dog!”
 
   “Of course he’ll be a good dog, you’re going to train him up right,” Ken says.  Trent drapes an arm over my shoulders and Taurus joins us.  We start down the stairs, heading for the foyer and out the door.  “Emily?  How are you feeling, hon?” Ken asks me.
 
   “I... um, I’ll be okay,” I say, wrapping an arm around Trent’s waist as we walk.  “I’m more worried about Liz.  I don’t know how well she’s going to handle being under house arrest.”  And as I’m saying that, we step out into the world, stopping at the panel that will let us out--out to where Skystep is, somewhere.
 
   If I step out there and she’s already recovered, will we run into her?  Will yet another one of my new family find themselves face to face with her--will--
 
   “Emily,” Trent whispers, his arm tightening slightly on my shoulder, pulling me closer into his side.  “Breathe.”
 
   Oh, I must have forgotten to.  I force myself to take a deep breath, letting it out too quickly.  For a second I almost feel light headed.  “I’m fine,” I say, more to myself than to him.  Taking out Mega while he’s alone is one thing--trying to take out the entire Liberty family AND Taurus?  That’s a totally different thing.  I’m safe here.  I’m totally safe.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER SEVEN
 
   I step in line, moving behind Jack, who’s still focused on the dog.  “I ain’t naming him Glory Hound,” he announces.  “No matter how much you think it’ll fit,” he says, looking straight at his dad as he places his hand on the panel.  Jeanie was the first one to go out.
 
   I keep picturing Skystep stepping out in front of her, making that same cocky announcement that she’d made to Liz--I don’t want Jeanie hurt!  Jeanie is--is--
 
   “Breathe, Em,” Trent says again.
 
   “But Jeanie--” I start out.
 
   “Nothing’s going to happen to Mom,” he says softly, right next to my ear.  “She’s a tank, remember?”
 
   I nod, still watching her as Jack joins her on the other side of the field, casually shoving his hands into his pockets as if we’re just going for a walk.  Doesn’t he realize that--
 
   Do I trust them?  The question pops into my mind and I’m almost sure it’s from Ditto.  She’s reminding me of Taurus’s comments from earlier.  How can I not trust them?  Not just because they’re the family that saved me, or even because they’re some of the biggest names in super heroes.  I trust them because they’re the epitome of trustworthiness.  Well, most of them.
 
   I turn my attention to the glowing footprints, following them through the security field.  Jeanie smiles at me, holding out a hand.  I grab it, feeling almost like it’s a lifeline.  Look, logically I KNOW I’m surrounded by S and A class supers, especially as Ken and Taurus come out, but a tiny part of my mind keeps replaying that scene between Liz and Skystep over and over again.  Maybe it’s more dangerous than safe to be surrounded by them.   
 
   “What do you think, Em?” Trent asks, making me almost jump.
 
   “About what?” I ask.
 
   “What should we name our dog?”
 
   “Oh... um... how about...”  I let it trail off because frankly, I’ve got no idea.  “George?” I offer.
 
   “We’re not naming him George,” Jack yells over his shoulder.  “Hey, can I go ahead?” he asks, looking eager.
 
   “No, but you can get your board,” Ken says.   “We’ll run–unless you want to ride with Jack, Em?” he asks me.
 
   “YES!” I say, forgetting my fear problem entirely.  What?  You’ve got no idea how long I’ve wanted to try air surfing!  I slip out of Trent’s hold and race over to Jack, jumping on his back.  “Bring out the board!” I demand as he grunts.
 
   “Have you gotten heavier?” he asks, looking over his shoulder.  He can’t exactly see me from this distance, but I can see a slightly confused look on his face.  “I almost lost my balance at that.”
 
   “I’m getting stronger,” I brag.  “Soon I’ll be able to beat you!”
 
   “Yeah, right,” he drawls as his surfboard pulls to a stop in front of us.  He steps on.  “Now stand on the board and hold on,” he tells me.  I guess he doesn’t care that I’m hitching a ride.  I drop to my feet, grabbing fistfuls of his shirt and we take off.
 
   Air surfing is AWESOME.  “I’m going to have to learn to surf,” I decide.  “Maybe I can send Ditto back down to Texas or something for a week, you know?  She could get a tan and learn to surf and when she gets back I’ll know how!”
 
   “So what, you could spend all your time sending Ditto on vacation to learn stupid things?  How would you fight, though?” he asks.
 
   “Good question,” Trent says from below.  I glance down, seeing him running alongside the surfboard.  “You’re not going to toss me over for a surfboard, are you?” he asks me. 
 
   “Not me!  But Ditto might,” I tease him as Jack tilts the board, going around a corner.  I grab on tighter, leaning with him.  Before you ask, yes, I can run, but if you got the chance to ride on a floating surfboard, you would take it, too!  Well, unless you’re afraid of heights.                                                                      
 
   The Hall looms ahead of us, large and lit up.  “We’re heading for the back,” Ken says, moving next to Trent.  “We don’t want to explain bringing out a massive dog through the front door.”
 
   “Or me going through it,” Jack says.  “That’s still running on the norm news.”
 
   “You love it, don’t lie,” Trent says as we head around the block, stopping at the back of the building and going through the secret entrance.  Several of the guards rush forward, guns raised as they see Jack.  Trent holds out his arms and I hop into them–because Jack can totally get shot up on his own, thank you very much.  
 
   “Hey, now, it’s fine,” Ken says, lifting both hands and casually stepping between his adopted son and the guns.  “We’re here on unofficial business.  Really, shouldn’t you have been informed that Jack comes here often?” he asks as a woman makes her way through the guards.
 
   “Forgive them, Liberty family, they’re in the middle of training,” she says, looking at a clipboard.  She doesn’t seem bothered at all by the situation, in fact she glances up with a smile.  “I hear you’ve come to see your new puppy.”
 
   “Puppy?” I hear one of the guards whisper, shocked.  “Is she talking about–“
 
   “SHH, don’t say a word–otherwise they might not take it,” a second guard whispers back.  The guns lower and the group steps back.  I’m pretty sure it’s because of that comment.
 
   “We are!” Jeanie says with a brilliant smile.  Right now I’m pretty sure every single guard in the room thinks she’s a ditz–but she absolutely heard what was said.  She also was there when the dog showed up, she saw what he did to people.  It’s just that she’s an S-class tank.  A bit of rampaging from a horse sized dog is nothing compared to what she can do.  I mean, it’s pretty obvious that’s what she’s thinking when she walks through the group.  She stops at one of the guards, looking down at the rifle he’s holding in shaking hands.  “Your safety’s off,” she stage whispers, taking the rifle from him and fixing the problem.
 
   “Th–thank you?” the man squeaks.
 
   “You’re welcome!” then she strolls through the group, leaving the rest of us looking at each other.  Ken’s grinning so wide that my cheeks hurt. 
 
   “I love that woman,” he says, making us laugh as he follows after her.
 
   We stop at the entrance to the ER, seeing Aubrey holding a massive chain attached to the slobbering mutant Rottweiler.  Every once in a while he leans over, licking her face.  She pushes him away, sighing loudly.  “Here he is,” she announces as the dog jumps to his feet, practically shivering in excitement, “your new dog.”
 
   “Awesome,” Jack breathes out, hopping off of his board.  “He doesn’t look that angry anymore–and the glowing eyes are gone.”
 
   “Jimmi’s boost only lasts for a little while,” Aubrey explains as Jack gets jumped on by the dog.  It almost knocks him over.  I see one foot go back to keep them from falling.  “What DID last is the DNA change–Mastermental had him registered as a super.  That means if you plan on visiting any of the other branches you need to fill out papers for both of you,” she tells him.
 
   Jack is so busy trying to keep the dog from licking his face that I’m not sure he heard her.  Trent puts me down, giving me a grin before walking over to pull the dog off of his brother.  It doesn’t take much work–the Rottweiler happily starts slobbering on my boyfriend, just as he had Jack.  “It looks like he’s got a loving personality,” Ken says, walking over to scratch the massive dog behind the ear.
 
   “While it seems loving to supers, it’s a bit more than the norms can handle,” the lady with the clipboard says from behind us.  “He weighs eight hundred pounds.  We tried walking him, but it took a dozen of our best guards just to keep him from wrecking the place.”
 
   “Did you have trouble with him?” Jeanie asks, looking at Aubrey.  Aubrey gives her a smile before barely managing to cover her yawn with her hand.
 
   “He’s a bit of a handful,” Aubrey admits.
 
   “Aubrey does amazingly well with him,” the woman says.  “She had him walking on his leash within minutes.”
 
   “She’s got a special talent with us bad boys,” Jack says, rubbing the dog’s ears roughly.  The dog looks like he’s in heaven, if the dangling tongue and thumping leg is any indicator.  Aubrey is bright red.  Jack looks over at her with a grin, even as she walks over to me, wrapping her arms around me and resting her head on my shoulder.
 
   “So Falconess’s daughter?” she whispers silently against my ear, hugging me.
 
   “Not a problem,” I whisper back.  “He didn’t even notice her most of the time.”
 
   “Oh good.  I’m so exhausted,” she adds–and falls asleep standing up.  I brace myself, holding her tightly to keep her from falling over.  I didn’t realize she could do that, I think as Ken comes over, casually pulling her out of my arms.  She doesn’t weigh that much, really, but I don’t argue.
 
   “Is she okay?” Jack asks, looking worried.
 
   “She’s just asleep,” Ken says, holding her in a princess hold.  “She’s had a very long week.”
 
   “Thank you for the help, Virginia,” Jeanie says to the clipboard lady.  “I hope you don’t mind telling the ER that we’ll be taking Aubrey home now?”
 
   “Of course not, she’s been working herself too hard,” Virginia says.  “And thank you for putting up with our new guards,” she adds with a pointed look at Jack. 
 
   “You can make it up to us by having the tailor build us a leash and collar,” Trent says before Jack can reply.  “We’re going to need one strong enough that we can get rid of that massive chain.”                
 
   “I don’t know, I sort of like the chain,” Jack says, lifting the thick metal chain with a curious look.
 
   “It’ll break too easily,” Trent says.  “We’ll compromise–you can cover it with steel after it’s made.”
 
   “Deal,” Jack says.
 
   “I’ll have Kim build you something as soon as possible,” Virginia agrees.  “Do you want to wait to take him home until it’s finished?”
 
   “Nah, this will work until then,” Jack says, picking up the chain.  
 
   It’s only then that I notice Taurus is being especially quiet.  I turn, looking for him, only to blink as I realize he’s nowhere in sight.  I can’t help myself, I start for the exit, seeing if he was left behind.
 
   “Miss?” a guard asks me, making me glance over.  He’s a tall black man with a curious look on his face.
 
   “Have you seen Taurus?” I ask him.
 
   “No, did he come with you?” he asks, his eyes lighting up. 
 
   “Yeah, but I don’t know where he went,” I admit, looking around again with a slight frown.  “Hey, Ken?  I’m going to find Taurus,” I call over my shoulder.  “I’ll be right back.”
 
   “Stay on the property,” Ken calls back.
 
   “I’ll go with her, sir,” the guard says, lifting his gun slightly to show he has it.  I think he’s got an ulterior motive, though, because he looks more eager to find Taurus than I am.  We start for the entrance, and I look over at him.
 
   “Taurus fan?” I ask.
 
   “Biggest fan,” he admits.  “When I was a kid there weren’t any African-American heroes in Central Hall.  When Taurus showed up, it was a pretty big deal.”
 
   “There are a few others,” I say, frowning slightly.  “What about Panther?” I ask.
 
   “Super villain,” he says simply.  “I’d never even seen Prisma until I joined the black suits,” he goes on.  “She’s only on Hero TV.  It’s changing though, isn’t it?” he asks me.  “You should know–you go to Cape High, right?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s changing,” I say, starting to grin.  “We’ve got all sorts in school, white, black, mixed, Native American, Hispanic.  But there WAS a black super hero when you were a kid,” I tell him.  “He just started up Hero TV instead of being on it.”
 
   “What?” he asks, looking at me in shock.
 
   “Taurus’s dad–he owns HTV,” I tell him with a grin.  “He’s even bigger than Taurus,” I add as we step outside.  I look around, frowning slightly as I don’t see him in the alley.  “Taurus?” I say, venturing out just a little further.  “Hey, where’d you go?”
 
   “There you are,” a woman says, shimmering into view.  My eyes widen and the guard brings up his gun at the sight of Skystep.  She doesn’t look very good–I can see through her, even though I’m sure she’s supposed to be solid.  She stands over me, swaying slightly for a second.  “I was looking for you,” she says.
 
   “Get back,” the guard says, starting to push me behind him.  He’s a norm, I think.
 
   “No,” I say as Ditto pops into existence.  Beside her appears a second one, her hands clenched at her sides.  Before I get over my shock, the third races forward, jumping on Skystep and dragging her to the ground.  She starts punching the villain, slamming her fists into her as hard as she can.
 
   “You KILLED MY PARENTS!” my doppelganger bellows.  She gets thrown off of Skystep, and disappears as she slams into the wall.  I start forward, only to stop as a bone-chilling roar shakes the ground and a massive Minotaur drops from the roof of the Hall.
 
   I’ve never actually seen Taurus in his shifted form–at least not in person.
 
   “I JUST WANT TO TALK TO HER!” Skystep bellows as he picks her up.
 
   “You don’t touch my little girl,” Taurus snarls, bringing her up so she’s face to face with him.  She’s the one that looks like the little girl in his massive paws.  
 
   “We need backup, I repeat, backup behind the Hall building,” I hear the guard say behind me.  I don’t even have to look at Ditto before we rush forward, wrapping our arms around his waist.
 
   “DAD!” we shout.  A part of me feels guilty for using the word, but I’ll deal with that later, I decide as Taurus goes still.  “Dad–you’re going to be our dad, remember?” I say, holding on tightly.  “Don’t.  She’s not worth it.  We’ve got–we’ve got family vacations to go on, right?”
 
   He goes still.  “Say what you want to say, but make it quick,” he says to Skystep, his voice far deeper and more gravelly than I’m used to.  It would be in this form.  “If she doesn’t like it, I’ll make sure you never see her or anyone else again.”
 
   “I–this is a personal matter,” Skystep says, phasing out of his hold and landing on the ground.  “Melody’s daughter–“ she says, turning to me.  “Your, um, copy has a nice right.”
 
   “Get to the point,” Taurus growls as the entrance to the Hall opens and Ken and Jeanie step out.  Soon we’re surrounded by them, and Trent is pulling me away from Taurus–or trying to.  There’s no way I’m going to let go of him right now, not even with Trent tugging.  I wrap my legs around Taurus’s leg just to make a point.  This is why Liz is under house arrest, I think–because I let go. 
 
   I’m scared, I’ll admit it, but this is one of those moments where I have to decide which is more important–my fear or keeping Taurus from making a mistake.    I have to control my emotions.
 
   Skystep, on the other hand, is starting to look scared in my place.  I look over at her as her eyes go from Taurus to Ken to Jeanie, and even to Trent.  “Usually I wouldn’t have a problem with an audience,” she says.  I’m pretty sure she’s bluffing by the way she takes a step back.  “What ties do you have with a South Branch girl?” she demands.
 
   “She’s not South Branch anymore,” Trent says, stepping forward.  He’s given up on making me let go, I notice.  “She’s ours, now.”
 
   “Tell me, Skystep, do you really think it’s smart to visit the Hall when you’re in this sort of shape?” Jeanie asks as she steps forward.  She’s not in uniform, but she is wearing her trademark sequin mask.  Anyone would know who she is.   “You should be somewhere recovering.”
 
   Skystep looks at me again.  “This is none of your business,” she says to the others abruptly.  “I need to talk to Melody’s daughter.”
 
   “But she doesn’t want to talk to you,” Jack says, stepping out of the Hall with his massive dog in tow.  “So I suggest–as a fellow villain–that you get the hell away from my brother’s girlfriend before you piss off more than just the bull guy.”  Taurus’s hand comes down, resting on my head for a second.  It’s huge–to the point where his fingers almost obscure my view.
 
   “It’s okay, I won’t do anything now,” he says softly.  “You can let go.”
 
   “No,” I say, holding on tighter than ever.  “I don’t want what happened to Liz to happen to you.”
 
   “Liz wasn’t hurt,” he says, looking a bit confused.
 
   “But she could have done something really bad,” Ditto says, clinging to him as well.  “She could have killed her and wound up in the Cape Cells and–and the present is more important than the past.”
 
   He looks at both of us for a moment, towering over everyone around in his Minotaur form, and then nods as he shifts back to human..  Both Ditto and I fall on our butts, since his legs got a lot shorter.  We hop to our feet before he can worry, hugging him again.  This time he hugs us back.
 
   “This is all nice and heartfelt,” Skystep says, although her attention is now on the Liberty family, “but I think this conversation can wait until we have a bit more privacy.”  She phases through the ground, leaving.  
 
   I almost wish she hadn’t.  Truthfully, I’d have rather gotten whatever “talk” she wanted out of the way.  I just want her out of my life--
 
   “Wait,” Ditto says, looking at me.  ‘Where’s the third?’ she asks in my mind.
 
   I look around, but see no traces of her.  ‘She’s probably back in me,’ I reply.  ‘She took a pretty heavy hit.’
 
   ‘How can we be sure?’ Ditto asks.  I have no reply, because I’ve got no idea.  That worries me.
 
   “Let’s get everyone back home,” Ken says.  I look over at him, seeing him looking straight at me.  “How are you doing, Emily?”
 
   “I’m--I’m fine,” I say, slipping out of Taurus’s hold.  “I’m not scared--I mean, she’s no match for an entire Liberty family and Taurus, right?”
 
   “That’s right,” Jeanie says, holding out her arms.  I walk over, getting the offered hug.  “Liz is probably really worried,” she says.  “Let’s go reassure her, okay?”
 
   “Okay,” I agree.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sight of Nico and Zoe standing outside the apartment security field makes our little group pull to a stop–especially as Zoe crouches down next to the field and brings up her hands.  “Okay, Dad, I’ve got it,” she calls over to her father.  
 
   “Good,” he says, taking to the air and floating above the building.  “Make sure you’re watching, you’re going to be doing this part sooner or later,” he orders her.  The lasers come into view, sparking angrily.  Then the beams start changing colors.  Some of them turn yellow, others turn blue, and yet more turn a deadly red in color. 
 
   “Can I ask what you’re doing?” Ken calls up to him.
 
   “Setting a third of the lasers to detect phasing,” Nico replies.  “If you’re worried she’ll try to come up from underground, don’t worry, we already fixed the basement.  By the way, don’t go down there.”
 
   “Nobody goes after my friends,” Zoe says in a deadly tone, waving her hands slightly and tapping on the air as if she’s interacting with a keyboard.
 
   “This was your idea?” Jack asks Zoe, looking surprised.  There’s still a bit of bad blood there, and it shows as Zoe gives him a dry look.
 
   “Dad, can we test it?” Zoe asks, rather than replying to Jack.  “How about we use Rocco?  You said he could walk through shadows, it’s a form of phasing.”
 
   “True, unfortunately that would be considered abuse of authority and if it works, murder,” Nico drawls.  “Let me check a few schematics against it and we’ll know for sure,” he says, pulling out his phone and tapping on it.  The lasers flash and spark twice.  “We’re good,” he says, dropping back down on the parking lot concrete.  “Nice calculations,” he says as Zoe walks over.  “I noticed you tweaking the basic design.”
 
   Zoe flushes, looking quite proud of herself.  “I thought it could use an upgrade,” she says shyly as he pats her on the back.
 
   “Can we still go in without dying?” Trent asks.
 
   “Of course, the panel still works as usual,” Zoe says, glancing over at us–and promptly heading for me.  “Are you okay, Em?” she asks worriedly.  “You look a little pale.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I say.  “I was perfectly safe–“ but I feel sort of weak.  I shake my head, giving her a broad grin.  “You’re terrifying, have I mentioned that lately?”
 
   She turns bright red.  “What did I do?”
 
   “You were going to use Rocco to test lasers!” I tease.
 
   “I would have set them to stun!”
 
   “We don’t have a stun setting,” Nico tells her.
 
   “Oh, well... we could add one!”
 
   “What’s the point?” he asks.  “We’re guarding super kids from supers–a stun would be a mere tickle.  Now you guys go in, Zoe and I are going to go redo the campus security.”
 
   “Thank you,” I say, hugging Zoe tightly.  She hugs me back, practically squishing me.  It must be too tightly, I think as I start to feel light headed.  That’s the only explana–
 
   “Emily?” Zoe asks.  It sounds like it’s from a distance.  “Em–“
 
   I think I’m fainting.  What the heck?
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I’m sitting on a roof.  How I got here, I’ve got no idea, but I’m sitting on a roof–downtown, I think as I look around.  There’s the huge building with the spinning round thing on the roof, there’s Winsteads.  Yeah, okay, I know where I am–I just don’t know why I’m here.
 
   A flash of light catches my eyes and I look up, watching as Vinny’s uncle, Flameblaster catches sight of me.  He’s lit up like a torch–I didn’t realize he had the same abilities as Vinny did!  Well, anyway, he’s caught me.  He lands a few feet away, a confused look on his face.  “Emily?” he asks.
 
   “I’m not here to talk to you,” I hear myself say.  “Where is she?”
 
   “Where is who?” he asks.
 
   “Where is Skystep?” I demand, getting to my feet.  “Where is she?  She said she wanted to ‘talk.’”
 
   “She’s still in the ER.”
 
   “No she’s not,” I snap.  “She tried to attack me, but Taurus stopped her so she made up some lame excuse about just wanting to talk.  So where is she?”
 
   “She’s in no shape to talk to you–and you don’t look that good, either,” he says, stepping forward as the flames die down.  He reaches out, touching my shoulder–and his hand sinks a good few inches into my flesh.  “You’re not fully developed,” he says.  “You’re–“
 
   I wake up, sitting up on the couch in my front room with a gasp.  I find myself face to face with Aubrey, who lets out a heavy sigh as she sees me awake.  “Are you okay?” she asks, pulling me into a hug.
 
   “I–“ I start out.
 
   “You scared the living crap out of us!” Liz complains, hugging both of us.
 
   “My second doppelganger,” I say, “she’s running wild.”  And I’m not quite sure how to stop her, I add silently, looking down.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “It’s enough,” Flint says, making Skystep jerk slightly.  She’s set up base in an old warehouse, one that’s falling apart around her.  It doesn’t matter, she keeps telling herself, even when the sounds of mice creeping past in the middle of the night keep her awake.  As long as she’s here, she’ll be okay.  As long as Flint is here, she’ll be okay.
 
   “Enough?” she repeats.
 
   “You need to go back home, Skye,” he says.  “You need to stay away from Melody’s daughter–she can’t handle it right now.”
 
   “What?  I–I’M the one that can’t handle it–she’s my best friend’s daughter!  She’s all I’ve got left!”
 
   “She thinks you killed her parents,” he says harshly.  It sends a shock through her body and she literally recoils.
 
   “I–you know I didn’t!  I tried to stop it!”
 
   “But you told me yourself that you lost control,” he says.  “You knew how easy it was to start an avalanche–and you weren’t even in South Territory!  You knew they were there on a special mission–“
 
   “She just LEFT me!  Of course I followed her!”  She feels like he’s attacking her–and he is!  He’s bringing up things that should never be brought up!  Every single day she remembers Melody!  “And her daughter is HERE, Flint!” she goes on, tears threatening as she strikes a defensive pose.  “She’s right here–she looks so much like her–it’s like I’ve finally gotten her back!  I can’t–“
 
   “Emily is NOT Melody, Skye,” he says, his hands coming up and firmly grasping her shoulders.  The world seems to sink slightly beneath her feet, but she doesn’t even seem to notice.  “She’s got a new life–a new family.  She’s going to be the next Liberty girl, right here in Central.  She doesn’t need you.”
 
   “And neither do you, is that what you’re saying?” she says, feeling as if he hit her.  “Nobody needs me.  I’m just an annoyance–“
 
   “Skye, I’m not saying that,” he protests, looking frustrated.  “You just get so needy–so dependant.  You know you can’t be like that in this world.  We have jobs to do, Skye.  We have–“
 
   “Just shut up,” she hisses, jerking out of his hold.  “Shut up, already.  I get it.  You don’t need me, Melody’s daughter doesn’t need me, nobody needs me!  I’m just an annoying super villain that doesn’t even have a place!  Well you know what?  I don’t need you either!”
 
   “Skye–“ he starts out even as she rushes away, leaving all of her things behind.  She goes straight through the wall, running as far away as she can–only to come to a stop at the sight of America’s Son in full gear, floating in front of her.  She jerks back, her mind rushing through what all she knows about the man.   S class tank, known for dealing with major disasters.  Had he been there when the avalanche came, a voice whispers in her mind, Melody would still be alive.  He could take on natural disasters and win.
 
   “Hi,” he says in a calm voice.
 
   She turns and races through the sky, leaving him behind.  He’s one of the Liberty family.  He’s one of the ones taking Melody’s daughter away from her.  She jerks, realizing that he’s flying right alongside her, as if she were taking a leisurely trip.  She’s going as fast as she can!
 
   “I need to talk to you about Emily,” he says in a gentle tone.  It makes her shudder to a stop, jumping back from him as far as she can.
 
   “I don’t need to talk to you,” she snaps.  “I get it already–Flint already told me to get lost!  I don’t need to be told when I’m not wanted!”  Apparently she did, though, she thinks darkly.  She just doesn’t want to tell this guy that fact.  
 
   “I don’t know what happened with Melody’s parents,” he says in a quiet tone.  Why isn’t he yelling at her?  It seems like “yell at Skye” day, so he must not have gotten the notice.  “I, of all people, know just how easily things go wrong in this job.  I would like to know, though.  I think there are some serious misunderstandings going on–“
 
   “Oh, I don’t misunderstand anything,” she snaps.  “The only friend I have has already told me just what’s wrong.  No, he’s not my friend, either, is he?” she says to herself.  “Forget it.  I’m going home.”  She turns, starting off again only to slam into his chest.                            “There are things that need to be discussed,” he says in a firm tone, his hands on her forearms.  “Running away won’t solve anything.”
 
   She looks up at him, wondering why she feels a sudden chill racing down her spine.  She can take him, she swears she can.  He’s just all hype and talk.  “Let go of me,” she grits out.
 
   “Emily is part of my family,” he says, looking her straight in the eye.  His eyes are a clear color of blue, and full of something that makes her phase out of his hold.  Compassion.  “She needs to know that you’re not a threat.  You AREN’T a threat, are you?”
 
   She opens her mouth, closes it, and opens it again, trying to come up with words.  It’s not working, she realizes.  She takes one step back before turning and racing away again.  A part of her expects him to show up in front of her.  She dares to glance over her shoulder, but he’s just floating there with a frown on his face.  That image seems to linger in her mind all the way back to Texas.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER EIGHT
 
   I didn’t sleep.  I couldn’t sleep at all, I just kept rolling over and getting tangled up in my sheets, until finally the alarm went off and told me that I was done trying.  I got out of bed, heading for the bathroom to get cleaned up, then dressing without thinking.  I’m pretty sure nothing I’m wearing matches, not even my socks.  Then again, my socks never DO match, so I don’t care.
 
   I find Liz and Aubrey sitting at the table as I come out of my room, talking quietly.  They go silent as they see me, and I give them a dark look.  “You can talk about it in front of me, you know,” I mutter as I sit down and grab the box of Fruit Loops and milk.  I fill my bowl as they look at each other.
 
   “We were just talking about your training,” Aubrey says, making me glance over at her.
 
   “If anyone can help you with your new doppelganger, it’s Missy,” Liz says.  For a second I’m positive she’s just trying to cheer me up, but she looks me straight in the eye.  “She’ll get you on the right track in no time,” she says, giving me a little grin.
 
   “Aren’t you worried about what she–the other me is trying to do?” I demand, getting irritated.  “She’s trying to hunt down Skystep!  She wants revenge!”
 
   “Well, yeah,” Aubrey says, looking over at Liz.
 
   Liz shrugs.  “There’s no way one doppelganger’s going to accomplish something that I couldn’t pull off, honey.”
 
   I stare at her for a moment.  “Oh,” I finally say, feeling like an idiot.
 
   “Well, actually, I probably could have pulled it off, but it’s thanks to Ditto that I didn’t,” she declares.  That sounds egotistical, right?  Unless it’s said in the bland sort of way she just said it.  “We figure–“ she goes on, looking at Aubrey.
 
   “Well... um, there’s reason for a part of you to want revenge,” Aubrey says quietly, looking at her cereal instead of me.  She looks exhausted.  I worry about my sister, she has a bad habit of overworking herself.  “It’s even traditional–super heroes that have their parents killed by a super villain seeking revenge.  It’s only recently that they’ve cut back on that line of thing–“
 
   “What she’s trying to say is that your anger is understandable,” Liz says.  “I mean, I don’t know what I’d do if my parents were killed–“
 
   “Superior?” Aubrey asks.
 
   “Well, okay, maybe I don’t particularly understand it,” Liz admits, looking a bit sheepish.  “I mean, Superior wasn’t–isn’t that... well, regardless, we’re talking about Emily, not me.  But the thing is,” she says slowly, “revenge just gets uglier.  I’ve seen it once or twice.  Once you start down that path, well, it’s not easy to get off of it.”
 
   “What about your mom?” I ask, only to get a shrug from Liz.  
 
   “Well I COULD get revenge for my mom,” she says in a light tone, “at least on the one that ran her out, but it would make family dinners upstairs rather awkward.”
 
   “What?” Aubrey asks, looking over at me.
 
   “Nico tossed her out,” Liz says, drinking the milk out of her bowl as if she hadn’t just dropped a bomb in our laps.  “I haven’t heard from her since.  Who knows where she is?  She very well could be dead.”
 
   I wince.  “Don’t you want to find out?” I ask quietly.
 
   “No,” she says, putting her bowl down.  “You two are going to be late for school and I’m going to miss Judge Judy, if we don’t go now.”
 
   “Um... what about Tatiana?” I ask, having heard about the large woman from Zoe.  They’d been Skyping the woman weekly.
 
   “She still doesn’t know about me,” Liz says.  “I’d rather she not find out, actually.”
 
   My mouth opens, only to snap closed as Trent opens the front door.  “You two coming?” he asks.
 
   “Yeah, we’re coming,” I say, getting to my feet and heading for the door.  Aubrey follows and we both pause at the door, glancing over at Liz.  Our foster mom is draping herself over the couch and flicking on the television without bothering to use the remote control.  It looks like that conversation is over.
 
   I slip my hand into Trent’s, not about to give it up even as Sunny jumps on his back.  I just need to hold hands right now.  He doesn’t even grunt with his best friend’s weight, just gently tightens his hold on my hand and shoots me a questioning smile.  “You better now?” he asks softly.
 
   “Not really, but I’ll get over it,” I says, glancing up at Sunny.  I swear his brain doesn’t kick in until noon.  If Adanna was here, she would so smack his leg for interfering.  I’m tempted to, myself.  
 
   “Sunny, seriously, can’t you just walk?” Trent demands.
 
   “I’m worried about Emily, too, you know,” Sunny says, shooting me a brilliant (if sleepy) green look.  He seems to be looking into my soul, which is pretty rude, if you ask me.  He lifts a hand toward me, making a fist and then opening it slowly, a flower blooming out of nowhere.  “It’ll be better soon,” he tells me as I take it.
 
   “I hope so,” I say, looking at the flower.  Liz’s expectations for Falconess give me a tiny ray of hope.  This is about the time that Zoe comes out and grabs my arm–which I’m really looking forward to, right now–
 
   Nothing happens.  I look over at Sunny, frowning.  “What did you do with your sister?” I demand.
 
   “I dunno, I think she got up like, an hour ago or something,” he says, yawning loudly. 
 
   “And you actually woke up then?” Trent asks.
 
   “Cuz she was talking to Adanna,” Sunny explains.  “They were up to something, but I couldn’t stay awake long enough to find out.”
 
   I look over at Trent, who doesn’t look nearly as nervous as I feel at that idea.  “She’s probably just working on the security system again,” Trent offers.  “You know how protective she’s gotten.”
 
   I nod, a bit worried, and step out of the apartment building.  There, on the other side of the security field, stand Zoe and Adanna–dressed in really strange outfits.  Zoe’s wearing pink camo and black army boots, and Adanna is wearing a mini-Panther uniform, complete with the dramatic fur over the shoulder and a stick hanging over her back.
 
   “Oh, wow, I gotta get pictures of THIS,” Sunny says, sliding off of Trent’s back and heading for the panel.  He’s out in a blink of an eye, even with having to dance on the steps.
 
   I look at Trent, a bit sorry to let go of his hand–but I’ve GOT to see this, too.  I hear Trent laughing, but I’m too busy watching my footsteps to reply.  I step out of the laser field and turn, looking at Adanna first.  She looks AWESOME!  I actually let out a little squeal and jump up and down as I dig out my phone.  “I’ve got to get pictures!” I say, even though Sunny already is.  
 
   “We aren’t here to play cosplay,” Adanna says dryly as I snap more shots.  She’s holding one of those Tommy guns that–oh.  Oooooh.  I look over at Zoe, who’s got a freaking CANON over her shoulder.  “We’re here to walk Emily to school.”
 
   I love my best friends.  “Are you going to spend the entire day in that outfit?” I have to ask Adanna.  Right now I’m imagining them both going through the obstacle courses carrying their weapons.  Somehow it’s not as hard to picture as you’d think.  “Where did you get it from, anyway?” I ask as Zoe grabs the back of my shirt, pulling me between the two girls.
 
   “Mama and Kim are quite close friends,” Adanna says, with a hint of red in her cheeks, “she’s a super tailor for the Hall–she came over for dinner last night and, ah... I think she had a few too many glasses of wine,” she admits.
 
   “I think you look amazing,” Zoe says, turning with each step and surveying the area around us.  I hear muffled laughter from overhead, where some of the most dangerous retired super heroes are flying to work, but nobody says a word.
 
   “Well, I didn’t want an entire outfit,” Adanna complains, “I just wanted the basic uniform, but one thing led to another and now I’m wearing faux fur.”  She wrinkles her nose and it’s so adorable that I snap another picture.  “I notice you didn’t ask Zoe where she got hers from,” she drawls.
 
   “I ordered it on Amazon,” Zoe says, looking over from her obsessive searching to give me a shameless grin.  She’s enjoying this.  “You’d be surprised how quickly a technopath can get things delivered.”
 
   “Um, okay,” I say, my attention going to the canon on her shoulder.  “Is that more laughing gas?” I ask.  I know what Adanna’s packing, we had that experience when Ace showed up, and saw it used again when Vinny went to Texas.  The canon, on the other hand, is new.
 
   “Nope, it’s a specialized net that Dad helped me build,” she says, her finger lightly stroking the trigger.  “NOBODY can get through this baby.”
 
   I honestly think that the more she gets into the technopath world the more mad scientist like she becomes.  It doesn’t help that she’s got that evil little laughter down pat, I have to admit.  “You guys are the greatest!” I declare, grabbing both of them in a hug.  A tiny click sound makes all of our eyes widen and the whooshing sound that follows has all three of us looking to the sky in horror.                            
 
   “ZOE!” Taurus bellows irritably.  He’s standing on one of the empty buildings near the canyon, covered in a glowing net.  He tries to stand up, only to fall over again.
 
   I choke, especially when I catch sight of the guilty look on Zoe’s face.  “Whoops,” she says.  “Hey, Taurus, can I get that back?  We only made one!”
 
   Taurus grunts, then shifts into his Minotaur form, dragging the net off of him and tossing it to her.  “I thought nobody could get out of it?” I drawl.
 
   “Nobody NORMAL sized,” she says firmly.  “Taurus is definitely not normal sized.  He’s like... super sized in that form.”
 
   “Mmhmm,” Adanna says, “of course you didn’t think of size before that just happened, did you?”
 
   “We’re aiming for a female, not a Minotaur,” Zoe says.
 
   “Hey, Adanna, you should wear that outfit for our next date,” Sunny says.  “Or maybe for Halloween–that would be AWESOME.”  He’s still stuck on Adanna’s outfit, apparently.  It’s pretty obvious by the way he keeps petting the faux fur hanging over her shoulder.
 
   “I’m not wearing this on a date–you said we were going to the mall,” Adanna says, giving him a look.  “Can you imagine the looks I’d get?”
 
   “Exactly!” he says.  Adanna rolls her eyes.
 
   “At least it got him off my back,” Trent says, coming up behind me.  I let go of the other two, putting my hands down and reaching back discreetly.  He takes my hand without a word, making me smile.  The moment Zoe pauses to stuff the net back into the canon, he casually walks around her, taking her place.
 
   “Wait a second!” she says, racing forward as she slings the canon over her shoulder again, “I’m the armed one, I should walk beside her,” she declares to Trent.
 
   “I don’t need to be armed,” Trent says, “and she’s my girlfriend.”
 
   “I didn’t see you waking up at six this morning getting ready for Emily guard duty,” Zoe tells him.  
 
   “It’s true,” Adanna agrees.  “Which is why you get the back,” she tells Trent.
 
   “Emily guard duty?” I ask.  “Is there a sign-up sheet or something?” I demand.
 
   Zoe and Adanna look at each other before Zoe pulls out a piece of paper and holds it up.  “We’ve got the shifts set up already,” Zoe explains.  “We were going to pass it around school when we got to second class.”
 
   “I’m sleeping over tonight,” Adanna tells me, not bothering to ask.
 
   “So am I!” Zoe says.  “We’ll have a sleepover!”
 
   “You just amped up the already seriously dangerous wall of lasers the other day,” Trent drawls.  “And there are four S-class supers, one Specialized S class super, and one A class super that WOULD be S-class if he could fly.  Two teenage girls aren’t going–“
 
   I glare at him, not because he’s wrong, but because these are my best friends he’s talking to.  “Trent?” I say almost sweetly, “shut up.”
 
   “Sorry,” he mutters, lifting his free hand and running it through his hair.  “It’s just... frustrating,” he adds almost silently.  “You know, I’m still not even classified, officially.”
 
   “Sure you are,” Nico says from behind us.  I hadn’t even realized he was there until he spoke.  “You’re an upper B, lower A class cape–it’s not anything to complain about at all of sixteen.  But honestly, this is all a moot point.  Skystep ran home just last night.”
 
   I go still, almost tripping in shock.  “What?” I ask, turning to look at him.
 
   “She left last night.  From what I’ve heard, Flame had a little chat with her,” he repeats casually.  “The situation’s already been taken care of.”
 
   “Does that mean we have to call off the sleepover?” Adanna asks after a long second of silence.  I never thought I’d hear the tough-as-steel girl sound like that, I think as I glance over at her.  “I ah, already made cookies,” she admits, glancing at me shyly.
 
   “We’re definitely having a sleepover,” I declare.  What?  Adanna makes AWESOME cookies!  I hug her, hiding the fact that I’m still feeling strangely adrift at Nico’s news.  Stuff like this NEVER ends so easily.  Usually there’s got to be a big showdown before the bad guy gets a clue, or even a trip to the past!  Not just... leaving.
 
   It doesn’t sit with me right.  I just have to ignore it, though, I think as Adanna hugs me back a little awkwardly.  I can go back to my life–and focus on my training to control my second doppelganger.  I want to have my debut soon, after all.  Then I can get in on the whole Trent versus Max thing!  Or maybe even do a few of my own big battles!
 
   That would be awesome!
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   *Texas*
 
    
 
   Home.  Texas.  It feels hollow, Skye thinks as she lands on the roof of her apartment building.  Flame’s not here, he won’t be back until that skinny twerp with fire powers is fully trained.  Melody isn’t here, she won’t be back... ever.  She feels like crying, honestly.  
 
   She stops at the highway for a moment, watching the cars rush past crazily.  For a second she’s tempted to go down and stand in the middle of the ruckus just to mess with people’s minds.  She doesn’t.  She’s not even up for a massive car crash.  That’s definitely a sign she’s depressed.
 
   Slowly she heads off, walking on air over their heads.  She could have gotten here much faster, but she didn’t even want to come in the first place.  What would have been the point in hurrying?  Instead she’d stolen some cash from a rich looking man and gotten a hotel room for the night.  It had been nice to sleep on a real bed, but at the same time she felt too numb to really enjoy it.
 
   No, she thought as she stepped over a building and headed a bit further south, this day is looking to be just as grim as–
 
   “Hola, Señorita Skystep,” a smooth Hispanic voice says, making her groan loudly.  What is with this world?  Up north they have the goody-goody America’s Son.  Down here there’s the goody-goody Voltdrain!  
 
   “Can’t we get at least ONE Hall that isn’t out to ‘save me’?” she demands in outrage, turning on the super hero.  “You might not have noticed, but I am a SUPER VILLAIN!”
 
   “You ran into America’s Son, no?” Voltdrain says, holding out a Starbucks cup.  “Do not worry, I will get another one,” he adds when she just stares at it.  Since she hasn’t eaten in days, her hand shoots out, grabbing it from him.  She doesn’t even blink when he offers her a donut to go with it.  “I know a very good Krispy Kreme,” he tells her as she bites into the donut.
 
   She barely refrains from moaning–he hadn’t been lying, she thinks as she gulps his breakfast down.  When she’s done she licks her fingers and looks away from him.  “I did not expect you back so soon,” he says quietly.  “Did something happen?”
 
   “Why do you always do this?” she demands, turning her best glare on him.  “You’re always trying to calm me down, trying to make everything seem like it’ll all turn out okay–well you know what?  It WON’T.  Melody is dead and Flint just kicked me to the curb!  You and your stupid accent can’t fix those facts, Voltdrain!”  His accent isn’t stupid, but it was the first insult she could come up with off the top of her head.
 
   “You need a friend,” he says, looking her straight in the eye.  Those glowing orange eyes of his should be intimidating, she complains internally.  They aren’t.  
 
   “I don’t.  Friends only hurt you more,” she says before racing away.  This time she doesn’t even dare to look back.  The image of America’s Son watching her leave is still too firmly planted in her mind.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I almost forgot that Falconess would be here, I think as the woman in question lands next to our group.  She puts her daughter down, who shoots us all a surly look and heads for the panel, but Falconess heads for my group.  She stops, though, looking at Adanna curiously.  Without a word, she pulls out her phone and snaps a photo.  “Good morning, everyone,” she says as she pockets the phone.  “How are you feeling, Emily?” she asks me.
 
   “Not going to say anything about Adanna’s outfit?” I ask instead of answering.
 
   “I go to work in one every day,” Falconess says with a shrug.  “It would be a bit hypocritical to question that sort of thing.  That doesn’t mean I don’t think she looks adorable, though.  It looks almost exactly like your father’s,” she compliments Adanna.
 
   A bit of pink crosses Adanna’s face.  “Kim made it,” she admits.
 
   “Of course, that explains everything–other than Sunny petting your shoulder,” Falconess says, glancing over at Sunny curiously.
 
   “She’s my girlfriend,” Sunny says, “it comes with special privileges!”  Adanna rolls her eyes, but doesn’t bother to pull away.  I know most of the school doesn’t get the whole Adanna dating Sunny thing, but personally I think it’s adorable. 
 
   “Well, shall we head in?” Falconess asks as she sees most of the teachers lining up to enter the school.  “I wouldn’t want anyone to be late for first hour.”
 
   “Max isn’t here yet,” Zoe says, looking around curiously.  “Oh, wait, there he is–“ she stops as we turn to watch the super villain flying towards us.  He has a coffee cup in his hand and is yawning hugely.  Sometimes I’m SO tempted to stalk him, I’m sure he’s up to all sorts of interesting things!
 
   He drops down next to Zoe and wraps an arm around her shoulder, only to stop as he bumps into the canon.  He jerks back, looking awake all of a sudden as he stares at his girlfriend.  When she just looks at him he walks around her, examining her for a long moment.  Finally, when we’re sure he’s seen everything, he goes, “Pink?”
 
   “Not a word about the canon?” she asks him dryly.
 
   “Oh, sure, can I get one of those for my birthday?” he asks.  “What’s it shoot?”
 
   “Come on, let’s get inside,” Trent says, tugging on my hand.  “You know how they get.”  I snicker, since he’s got a point.  We get in line, but I can’t help but turn and watch as Zoe explains the canon happily to one of the biggest super villains our age.  I see Max hide a yawn a few times as they speak, so I glance over at Trent.
 
   “What’s he planning, seriously?” I ask.
 
   “I think he’s branching into baseball,” Trent says.  “You know, since we’ve got Kaufman Stadium right next to the Chiefs, and the Royals have been doing really good lately.”
 
   “Ooooh,” I say, cheering up.  “That’d be awesome!” 
 
   “Just wait until next year, you’ll be pulling hero duty for it, too,” he drawls, gently touching my back to urge me forward in line.  I glance up, realizing there’s several feet between us and Sunny and Adanna.  Whoops.  I head forward, pressing my hand to the panel as soon as we get to it and heading down the steps.  It’s time to practice–and if I can impress Falconess I might be able to talk Nico into arranging my debut!
 
   The sight of Carla running around the canyon in a blur has us pausing at the bottom of the steps.  “WHO LET CARLA DRINK THEIR COFFEE?!” I hear Vinny bellow at the top of his lungs.  The teachers–the ones that are teaching us to be proper capes–look away from him with patently innocent expressions on their faces.
 
   “Not,” Carla says as she passes him, “coffee,” she says as she passes him again.  “Chocolate,” swoosh, “covered,” swish, “coffee beans!”
 
   I lose it, almost falling over, I’m laughing so hard.
 
   “You’re all insane,” Keliah mutters, crossing her arms over her chest but following Carla with her eyes every time she passes in front of her.
 
   Trent lets out a sigh and takes that last step, turning and holding out his arms.  Carla slams into him, sending him skidding back, and slightly into the earth.  She looks up at him when they’re fully stopped, grinning from ear to ear.  “I like those things!” she tells him excitedly.
 
   “That’s good, but maybe you shouldn’t eat so many of them,” Trent says, patting her on the head.  “At least not all at once,” he adds as she starts to pout.
 
   “Okaaay,” she says, practically vibrating, still.  
 
   “Let her go,” Nico says, waving it off.  “It’s as good of training as any when she’s like this.  But from now on–no coffee or caffeine allowed unsupervised, people, that includes chocolate,” he calls over to the teachers before downing the last of his cup.  I know for a fact that he has a ton of coffee on a daily basis, so that’s sort of hypocritical, if you ask me.  Then again, he did say “unsupervised,” which, considering that Carla just passed me three times in this huge canyon, might be smart.  Four.  Five.  Yeah, think I’ll stop counting now.
 
   “Well, shall we get to class?” Falconess asks me, still watching Carla run with an amused look on her face.  Obviously she isn’t the one guilty of leaving out chocolate covered coffee beans.
 
   “I’ll be supervising today,” Nico says to her, walking over and dropping a hand on my shoulder.  “It’ll be like I’m not even there, don’t worry,” he says.
 
   Nico is NEVER “like I’m not even there” unless he REALLY isn’t there.  Falconess doesn’t seem to realize that fact as she nods and agrees all too easily.  I look from her to him for a moment before walking over to Nico and just looking at him.  He gives me a shameless smile and messes up my hair.  “See?  I’m already unnoticeable,” he tells me.
 
   I snort quite rudely before following Falconess into the gym.  She heads to the center, standing there and watching me curiously.  “I hear you’ve had a bit of trouble with your second doppelganger,” she says.  “We’re going to work on that today.  Try and summon her.”
 
   I hesitate.  “She’s kind of–“
 
   “She’s you,” Falconess says firmly.  “Don’t ever forget it–you might not always agree with parts of yourself, but they’re still parts.  Everyone has something about themself that they don’t like, or fear, Emily,” she tells me in a gentler tone.  “You can’t live for any time of length without coming upon a part of your personality that you don’t really like–that you try to hide.  If you just deny that part, you’re never going to grow stronger.”
 
   I nod, but inwardly I’m thinking of a few people I’m SURE don’t have that problem.  Ken and Jeanie just to name a few.  Maybe.  But now isn’t the time to be thinking of other people–now is the time to try and summon my second doppelganger, who still needs a name.  “Ditto 2?  Repeat?” I mutter, trying to come up with it.  Yes, I’m wasting time.
 
   “Repeat works,” Nico says, making me glance at him.  He motions to the area in front of me.  “Go on, Emily, you’ve got the upper hand right now, don’t forget it.”
 
   I nod, looking at an empty space in front of me.  “Okay, Repeat, come out,” I mutter to myself, picturing my second doppelganger.  She looks a lot like me, but the streaks in her hair should have beads–yeah, okay, and let’s put her in a Ramones T-shirt–that’s good, and jeans with the knees torn out–yeah.  This works.
 
   She stares at me, then looks down at her clothes.  “Ramones?” she asks.
 
   “Hey, Ho, Let’s Go!” I say, trying to be cheerful.  A tiny grin pulls at her lips, which she hides quickly.  Yeah, she’s me, I think.  Obscure punk music knowledge and all.  “Hey, um–“ I start out, moving forward.
 
   She looks around, ignoring me as she focuses on Nico and Falconess.  “Is she really gone?” she asks.  “For good?”
 
   “For now,” Nico says before Falconess can speak.  “I’m not going to lie, I did a bit of looking into Skystep–she’s not stable, in any way.  You know as well as I do that the more powerful a cape is, the more likely they are to be a bit...”
 
   “Off their rocker,” I finish, looking at him pointedly.  “How do you deal with it?” I ask him, getting totally sidetracked.
 
   “I’ve got a lot of hobbies,” he drawls.  He keeps his eyes on Repeat.  “Are you still intent on your revenge?”
 
   “She KILLED my parents!” she bellows, her hands clenched at her sides.  “She took the people I love and then she got me stuck in that house with the sisters–I HATE HER!”
 
   “But you’re not there any–“ Falconess says, only to get shoved away.  Ditto appears without my thinking, and tackles Repeat.  I jump on the other two, trying to hold them down.  
 
   “Calm down!” Ditto bellows.
 
   “Especially since she’s all the way in Texas,” Nico says.
 
   An image of the picnic table where we’d sat with Vinny pops into my head.  I know that it’s in my doppelganger’s minds, too, because we look at each other.  I hear Nico curse and move his hand–
 
   Then we’re gone, falling as a group onto the table we’d just pictured.  “What the–“ Ditto asks, shoving me off of her and looking around.  I look around as well, stupidly.
 
   “We just teleported,” Repeat says.  “We’re in Texas.”
 
   “We teleported all the way to TEXAS?” I yelp, jumping to my feet.  “We need to go back–“
 
   “I’m going to find Skystep,” Repeat declares, racing away.
 
   “Well, crap,” Ditto mutters.
 
   “Exactly,” I agree as we race after her.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “What just happened?” Falconess asks, still staring at the empty spot where Emily had just been.
 
   “She learned how to teleport,” Nico drawls, bringing up his phone and tapping on it.  “She’s officially upgraded to potential specialized S class.  Thankfully I managed to take down the security field before frying her,” he adds before letting out a sigh.  “Go tell the others, I’m going to track her down.”  
 
   “Did you know this was going to happen?” Falconess asks.
 
   “I had a feeling it would,” he admits before racing away.
 
   “What happened?”  The door bursts open a second after Nico leaves and Trent comes in.  “Where’s Emily?” he demands.
 
   “She... apparently learned to teleport,” Falconess says.
 
   “To where?” Trent asks.
 
   “I have no idea.  Texas, maybe?”
 
   Trent looks like he’s going to pop a vein.  “That IDIOT!” he growls, racing out the door.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Now you’re probably wondering if I’m lost–but you’ve got to remember, I grew up in this area.  I know exactly where the South Branch Hall is.  That’s where Repeat is heading.  She’s going to sneak into the private section in the back and find information on where Skystep’s base is.  How do I know this?  She’s practically screaming her thoughts, they’re so obvious.  
 
   “I don’t think we can teleport into a place we’ve never been,” Ditto says as she races alongside me.  “She’s going to get us caught–then we’ll get in trouble.”
 
   “You might not have noticed, but we already are,” I grit out as we come to a stop in front of the massive Hall building.  The one in Kansas City has a statue of Lady Justice in front of it–the one here has a remake of the Raising the Flag on Iwo Jima–it’s a statue that belongs to the Marine Corps Memorial.  How do I know that?  My dad used to bring me here to see it.  He would look at me and place his hand on my head, grinning proudly.  “We might wear capes, honey, but we know who the real heroes are,” he would say every time.
 
   I feel a tear trickle over my cheek at the memory, and wipe it away quickly.  Repeat’s already made it to the back of the building while I was distracted.  Ditto grabs my arm and drags me around the building, practically running into Repeat.  Repeat gives us a dirty look and hauls us both behind a pile of trash and trash cans, hiding.  
 
   I half hope that nobody shows up, I think as I crouch and try not to breathe.  (This is REAL trash in front of us–and it stinks really bad.  That’s why I’m only half hoping–if they come we can move on, if they don’t, we might be standing here way too long.)  Unfortunately (or fortunately) a black Hummer pulls up to the wall and it opens wide.
 
   We don’t race in, we just look in, staring at the area inside.   There’s a desk, I notice, with no one sitting at it.  It’s perfect.  The Hummer drives in and the wall closes, but it doesn’t matter.  I blink and we’re now crouched behind the desk.  Wow... I have GOT to figure out how that works, otherwise I’ll be popping up in strange places with no clue how we got there!
 
   Repeat’s the first to catch on.  She looks around, seeing a door half opened.  There’s a sign that says, “Control Station” on the door.  Before I can react, she disappears and reappears next to it, peeking around the door.
 
   ‘She’s totally going to get caught,’ Ditto thinks.  I feel myself nodding, watching the doppelganger sneak into the room.  I’m not breathing.  At any moment the alarms are going to go off–
 
   I hear a grunt inside the room and a loud thump.  Wait, what?  Repeat sticks her head out the door and waves us in urgently.  I look at Ditto, Ditto looks at me.
 
   We run into the room.
 
   


  
 



CHAPTER NINE
 
   It’s not easy dating a girl like Emily, Trent admits as he races through the town, heading for the highway.  It isn’t just because she’s a duplicator–that in itself is a handful of trouble, but there are other problems.  Mostly an urge to get jealous, he admits to himself, racing around an old lady in a Cadillac.  Emily has the type of personality that draws people to her.  They want to protect her because she’s little and scrappy, but that’s HIS job–she’s his partner!
 
   Another problem, he thinks as he jumps over a Volkswagon Beetle, is her ability to get into trouble.  It’s like she’s a literal magnet for trouble!   People are honking at him, and his superior hearing is driving him insane, so he jumps off of the highway, racing alongside it.  This is taking too much time, he thinks.  With every second that goes by Emily is alone, unprotected, and right where Skystep can grab her.
 
   Faster, he thinks as he kicks up the speed.  He needs to go faster.  Even a second of not having protection is a second she could be hurt in–maybe even–he shoves that thought away.  That’s not going to happen.
 
   But he has to go faster, he thinks, kicking up the speed even further.  There are so many things to avoid though.  Trees, poles–he grits his teeth as he almost runs into a streetlight, and jumps, going over it.
 
   Faster.  The scenery is blurring past him so fast that it looks like streams of light.  So his biggest problems with his girlfriend are her funny, attractive personality and natural propensity for trouble.  He slows as he realizes it, his mind echoing with the thought for a few seconds.  Oh boo-freaking-hoo, he snarls at himself, not even paying attention to running anymore.  Such a sad sack situation, having a cute girlfriend that has a lot of friends--
 
   He hears people cheering, screaming at the top of their lungs, and cars honking wildly.  He slows down, twisting his body so he can–wait, what?
 
   The entire highway as slowed to a stop and people are hanging out of their windows, cameras and phones aimed at him.  He looks at them blankly until one of the younger kids waves his arms and bellows, “KID!! YOU’RE FLYING!!”
 
   He looks down, staring blankly at the ground several feet below him.  He’s actually flying.  He almost falls out of the air with his shock, but catches himself.  “Thanks,” he calls to the kid in the car, waving slightly before turning and flying.
 
   Emily’s safety is still more important than the thing he’s been waiting YEARS for, he realizes.
 
   It doesn’t keep a slight grin from appearing on his face.  (But the bug that hits him in the mouth just might.)
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I look around the small room, expecting to see something other than what’s in front of me.  The walls are covered with screens, each showing a different part of the Hall, the computer chair is still lazily rolling across the floor, finally stopping a few feet away from me.  Repeat is glued to the screens, standing over a keyboard as she searches the Hall’s files.  There’s a large norm man collapsed on the ground right behind her.
 
   The first thing I do is cross over to him, crouching down and checking his pulse.  Thankfully she just knocked him out.  ‘Close the door,’ Repeat snaps silently, not even looking at us.  Ditto closes the door as silently as possible, locking it.  ‘We’ve got to work quickly.  Someone’s going to notice me getting into the files at any moment.’
 
   I see her fingers racing over the keyboard.  I never realized I could type that quickly, I think a bit blankly.  Okay, that’s not the thing I should be focusing on.  What I need to focus on is the fact that I–me and my Doppelgangers–are doing something so stupid that it’ll probably get us all tossed into Cape Cells for the rest of our lives.
 
   Dear God, if you’re listening, I am SO not the one to blame for this–Repeat is!  Sure, she’s PART of me, but not the biggest part!  Or even the part I like best, right?  I definitely prefer Ditto to Repeat–but anyway, if you can help us get out of this without being killed or whatever, I swear I’ll not fall asleep in church... next time.  I’ll drink a lot of coffee or something, even if it does stunt my growth.  
 
   Repeat takes a second to shoot me a dirty look over her shoulder as she prints out a sheet.  ‘Got it,’ she says, grabbing the printout and turning to us.  The sound of an alarm going off makes all three of us jerk. ‘We have to GO, Em,’ she says to me, heading forward and placing a hand on my shoulder.  Ditto copies her, although I can hear her mental complaints, and we look at each other.  Okay.  Teleport.  Teleporting is–not happening.  I start to panic, especially when the doorknob of the small room rattles.  Someone’s trying to get in.  Once they get the key they’ll get in and catch us and–
 
   ‘Picnic table!’ Ditto says.  It echoes through my mind as the sound of a key scrapes on the knob–
 
   We land on the picnic table again.  “Got it,” Repeat says in satisfaction, squirming out from under us and holding up her piece of paper.  “Let’s go.”
 
   “And what are we going to do?” Ditto demands.  “You might not remember, but our foster mom–THE Firefly–hit her with enough power to kill off most capes and she still recovered in a day or two!  We have no chance–“
 
   “We don’t know that until we try,” Repeat snarls, her hand tightening on the paper.  “Fine.  I’ll do it on my own.”
 
   “Let her get killed, she’ll just come back later,” Ditto says, waving it off.
 
   I give her a dirty look and race off, knowing she’ll follow me even if she doesn’t want to.  I can feel her glaring at me for being an idiot the entire trip across town.  I don’t care, because frankly I agree.  She’s got a very good point.  The only thing is, I want to hear from Skystep directly what happened to my parents.  I just don’t know if she’ll tell me.
 
   We slow down as we get to a more derelict part of town.  The buildings are abandoned and plants are growing up their sides and in their parking lots.  There are no signs of norms, other than graffiti and broken beer bottles.  I find myself slowing down and glancing around on a regular basis, wondering if we’re being watched.  I half expect a tumbleweed to drift past.
 
   I see Repeat ahead of us, pulling to a stop and looking at her piece of paper.  She turns, heading for one of the dilapidated stores.  It’s an ugly four story square building with faded remains of letters across the front.  The windows are boarded up, all except a few of them on the top floor.  Those look like they’ve been busted out–and had curtains hung.  It’s a bit strange, I admit, especially when I notice underwear hanging on a hook in the window, air drying.
 
   There’s music coming from inside, Johnny Cash.  Who knew Skystep listened to Johnny Cash, I wonder as Repeat drags us behind an overgrown bush.  ‘So what’s the plan?’ I hear her ask us.
 
   ‘You’re the one that decided you were going to do it on your own!’ Ditto snaps.  ‘My plan is to leave her here with her drying undies and ancient music and make Trent take us on a date!  He’s supposed to be building a pool, remember?  I want to go swimming!’
 
   ‘She’s got a point, we didn’t get to go swimming because of Skystep,’ I admit, glancing up at the fluttering underwear.  ‘Besides, you’re the one that’s trying to be so big and bad in the group, not me.’
 
   ‘I AM you!’ she snaps, glaring at me darkly.
 
   ‘I vote we kick her out,’ Ditto says, holding up a hand, ‘any seconds?’
 
   ‘I can’t kick a part of me out, Ditto,’ I drawl, rolling my eyes at her, ‘no matter how much it might save me in headaches.’
 
   ‘She’s just going to try and get Trent time when this is over, you know–that’s one too many of us!’ Ditto complains.                                                  
 
   Yes, I am fighting over my own boyfriend with myself.  That’s not the important part.  ‘I...’ I start out slowly, ‘I want to hear directly from her if she did it–and why,’ I tell the others, looking at the ground.  To my surprise, they both hug me.  Ditto I’m not surprised by, but Repeat is holding on just as tightly.
 
   ‘We all do,’ she whispers through the mind link, ‘and fighting over Trent can wait until we’ve dealt with this problem.’
 
   ‘In other words she totally plans on it,’ Ditto complains.
 
   I’m about to tell them both that as the original I get first dibs, when the sound of a car catches my ear. I grab them both, hauling them down and out of sight as this square, ancient looking car makes its way down the street.  It’s one of those cars you see in those cheesy seventies movies, with sharp angles and low slung doors.  You can imagine “Low Rider” playing in the background if it helps you out.  I know I am.
 
   We go silent, all wondering what the car’s doing.  Maybe it’s a gang member here to hide some bodies or something.  No one would look in a place like this, but Skystep might disagree with the smell.  The sight of the car pulling to a stop in front of her building has me holding my breath.  Definitely not a dead body drop-off.
 
   The door squeaks open, hanging open as a cane comes out first.  We watch in silence as an old man pulls himself out.  He’s well dressed, with shiny black dress shoes and a classic cut shirt.  His gray white hair is stylishly trimmed, as is his short beard.  He looks around, and I don’t dare move in case I catch those sharp looking eyes.  Finally he heads for the building, his cane tapping casually on the concrete.
 
   “Skystep!” he calls up to one of the open windows.  “I’ve come to offer you a deal!”
 
   The music pulls to a scratchy stop and Skystep steps to the window, looking down at him.  
 
   “Who are you?” she demands, not looking impressed.  Does she get propositioned by old guys a lot?  I glare at Repeat as she lets out a splutter, covering her mouth with her hand before the laughter fully escapes her.  Thankfully neither of them seem to have heard her.
 
   “They call me Mr. Will,” the old man says, not bothering to yell even though she’s several stories above him.  “I’m just an old man with a few very good connections.  I’d like to offer my assistance.”
 
   “For what?” she demands.  “Honestly, I can’t think of anything you can offer me.”
 
   “I saw what happened in Missouri,” he says, leaning with both hands layered on the head of his cane.  “What happened to you wasn’t right, now was it?  I’m here to offer you some revenge.”
 
   “I don’t deal with crazy norms,” Skystep says after a long moment of staring at him incredulously.  She steps out of view, but I bet she’s still listening.
 
   “Do I strike you as crazy?” he asks casually.  “Do you think a regular norm would know about what Firefly did to you?  Or how about the little showdown with the Liberty family?  What is it that you were so intent on getting up there, anyway?  Was it the girl?”
 
   Skystep steps into view again.  “Who are you and what do you want?” she demands bluntly.
 
   “I’ve already introduced myself.  I’m here to help you get what you want.”
 
   She hesitates, then steps onto the window ledge, jumping out and landing in front of him.  “You speak big for a norm.”
 
   “It’s not speaking big when you can back it up,” he says confidently.  “Now, this girl, she’s what you want, right?”
 
   “You really think I’m going to let a complete stranger get close to Melody’s daughter?” she asks him, her expression going hard.  “I don’t like how casually you speak about her.”
 
   “Oh?  And Melody is?”
 
   “My best friend,” Skystep declares.  I feel Repeat go still before she disappears, only to reappear in front of Skystep.
 
   “YOU LIAR!” she bellows, tackling the older woman to the ground.
 
   “I see, so we’re going to have to do this the quick and ugly way, are we?” I hear the old man say.  He brings up his cane, twisting the handle off and flipping it in his hand.  He shoves the needle on the end into both of them, moving so quickly that I wouldn’t have seen it had I been normal.  Skystep goes limp and I mentally shout at Repeat to follow suit.  Whatever he had in that needle was some nasty crap.  If she doesn’t react as he expects, bad things could happen–he might realize she’s just a doppelganger.
 
   The old man pulls out a phone, tapping on the screen and speaking into it.  “Bring the van–keep the super sedatives at hand, I don’t believe this will last long on her.”  I hear the van coming, racing down the street and pulling to a screeching halt beside the old man.  Two large men in nurse uniforms jump out of the back and head for Repeat and Skystep.  A third man swings the back doors of the van open and jumps out, pulling out a gurney.
 
   “What about the kid, boss?” one of the nurses asks as he stands over Repeat.
 
   “Bring her, she obviously has powers,” the old man says.  The nurse nods and I watch as he picks up Repeat, heading for the van while the other two snap Skystep into the gurney.  I can feel how stressed out Repeat is right now, playing dead.  Suddenly this situation’s gotten serious–more serious.
 
   I get the feeling we’ll never find out what happened to my parents if we let this old man take Skystep.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Stop right there.”  Normally that sentence wouldn’t mean a thing, Nico thinks as he pulls to a stop.  Unfortunately that’s not the case when it’s Voltdrain saying them.  The short Hispanic man floats in front of him, wearing full uniform.  “I’m afraid I was told to stop you at our border, Señor Nico.  Century cannot have you running around without permission–“
 
   Voltdrain stops as Kid Liberty flies right past them, and then turns and looks back at Nico, as if it never happened.  “He cannot have you running around without permission, I am afraid.  You will have to go through the proper procedures.”
 
   Nico hesitates, but he has to point out–“You just let Kid Liberty through.”
 
   “Century said nothing about Kid Liberty,” Voltdrain says with a glint in his eyes.  “He just told me to stop you.”
 
   “Well, one of my kids is down here without permission, I’ve come to get her back,” Nico says impatiently.
 
   “Si, and you can–as soon as you go through the proper procedures.”
 
   “Fine,” Nico says irritably, glancing over once again where Kid Liberty had flown past.  Mentally he was guesstimating the speed the boy had been going at.  He’s going to have to time him when they get back to school, he decides.  “Where’s the paperwork?” he asks Voltdrain.
 
   “It is not paperwork, it is an interview,” Voltdrain says with a sigh.  It’s obvious by the beleaguered expression on his face that he feels a lot like Nico does right now.  “We are to show the norms that we are perfectly fine with the situation between us.”
 
   “Situation?  There’s a situation?” Nico asks blankly.
 
   “You have my daughter, no?” Voltdrain points out.
 
   “Technically the school has her–she’s started helping Vinny cook,” Nico says with a shrug.  “Where’s the interview?” he asks, following as Voltdrain leads.  “Jimmi’s taken over the dorm thanks to the cooking thing.  You don’t piss off the cooks.”
 
   Voltdrain grins slightly, a hint of amusement in his eyes.  “I do like Vinny,” he admits cheerfully as they head to a stage, where Century is already talking to a large group of reporters.  “He is doing well, with his father and Flint?”
 
   “Yeah, far as I can tell.  Nobody’s been killed so far.”  They land on the stage, only to get a dark look from Century.
 
   “Where’s your uniform, boy?” the South Hall Leader asks Nico, covering his mic with his hand.
 
   “I didn’t realize I’d be shamming for the public when I took off after Emily,” Nico says dryly.  “Can we make this fast?”
 
   Century shoots him a dark look before turning to the mic.  “And without further ado, I present to you Technico and our very own Voltdrain!”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I watch silently as the van slowly heads down the street, focusing on the license plate and memorizing it.  Z18-GG3.  An older van, white, no side windows, no rack on top–I commit the facts to memory, wondering if I can keep out of sight while chasing it.  Ditto pops up beside me, pointing to the roof.  “Let’s try teleporting there,” she says.  “We’ll hang on and–“
 
   “Can’t, there’s a chance the old guy in the car will see us,” I say, scowling.  “Man, I wish I could fly,” I complain.  “If we could fly we could–“
 
   “If I could offer my assistance?” a very familiar voice says from behind us.  We turn, staring in shock at Trent, who’s floating in the air.  He drops to the ground and rushes forward, pulling us both into a hug so tight that I let out a squeak.  “You’re alive,” he breathes out as we instinctively cling to him.  “Now I’m going to KILL YOU!” he snaps, pulling back and glowering at us.  “What were you thinking, teleporting all the way down here?  Are you crazy?  There was nobody to guard you!  You could have been kidnapped–or worse!  You are SO GROUNDED it’s not even funny!”
 
   He’s wrong, right now it IS funny, but I can’t exactly say that to a pissed off boyfriend.  “But we were,” Ditto says, “well, one of us was, at least.”
 
   “Were what?” he asks.
 
   “Kidnapped,” Ditto and I say, looking at each other.  “Repeat was grabbed along with Skystep,” I explain.  “This old man that called himself Mr. Will shot them up with some sort of super sedatives and had his nurse guy drag them off in a van.”
 
   “Just call her back,” he says.  “We’re going home.”
 
   I stare at him in shock.  Ditto reaches up and touches his forehead, checking to see if he’s got a fever.  “We can’t do that,” I say when she looks at me and shrugs.  “They kidnapped a super.  There’s got to be a reason, right?  And if we let him keep Skystep, we’ll never know what happened to my parents, Trent.  We can’t let that happen.”
 
   “That’s why Repeat is playing dead right now,” Ditto adds, “and we’re losing track of the van–we need to catch up with it if we’re going to get them back.”
 
   “That’s South Hall–“ he stops, groaning.  “I’m starting to sound like Nico,” he mutters, shaking his head.  “But it’s true,” he admits, looking me in the eye.  “There are borders for each of the Halls, Em–trust me, I’ve been lectured on this since my last trip down here.  Certain heists and jobs are only to be handled by the local Hall.  If we were to have capes from different Halls butting in on any problem that caught their eye they’d not be there for problems in their own area.  There’d also be a lot of–“
 
   “But we’re just saving one of our own,” Ditto says, looking patently innocent.  “I mean, Repeat is one of us.  We’re not really interfering that way, right?”
 
   He looks at her, his expression dry.  “YOU can explain that when we have to talk to Century, got it?” he says, pointing at her.
 
   “Fine!  Now can we go?” I demand, jumping on his back.  I’ve wanted to do this since Ditto did it at the pool, I won’t lie.  “Onward, to save my doppelganger!” I say, pointing in the direction the van went. Ditto disappears, leaving just me and Trent to fly.  Less weight for him to carry means he’ll go faster, right?
 
   “Okay, fine, I just... need to figure out how I start,” he says.  From where I’m at the sight of his neck turning red with embarrassment is blatantly obvious.
 
   “What?  You don’t know how to start?” I ask, torn between teasing him and getting irritated.
 
   “I wasn’t paying attention, I was just going as fast as I could,” he mutters, the red creeping to his ears.
 
   “You can’t do that, you’ll pass up the van,” I say, frowning in thought.  “Try jumping?”
 
   “Yeah.  Okay, hold on tight,” he says, crouching before leaping straight into the air.  We go up and up, far past the tops of the abandoned businesses.  “This is AWESOME!” I say, clinging tightly as I look down.  He stops and for a second it feels like we’re going to go down again, but then he catches his balance.
 
   “Got it,” he says with satisfaction.  “Where’s the van?” he asks.  I look at the ground, searching for the white, windowless back end of the van.
 
   “There,” I say, pointing.  He turns, flying above the van, high enough that it looks like a toy from where we’re at.  “I’m not too heavy or messing up your flight, am I?” I ask, laying against his back, my arms wrapped around his chest.  “I can teleport now, you know?”
 
   “I know,” he says, “but you’re fine like this,” he adds.  “I figure once in a while flight will be more useful, right?”
 
   “We can’t teleport to places we’ve never been,” I agree.  “We landed on the picnic table where we talked with Vinny last time.  So in order for it to be useful, we’ll have to go a lot of places the old fashioned way, right?”  I point.  “They’re turning.”
 
   He follows along, keeping just close enough that our superior sight can see the cars.  Thankfully it’s cloudy out today, I think as we keep to the clouds.  “Can you teleport with someone other than your doppelgangers?” he asks curiously.
 
   “I’ve got no idea,” I admit.  “We’ll try it sometime.”  It’s nice, flying like this.  It feels like we’re on a date, or something, and I don’t feel embarrassed hugging my boyfriend in public.  What?  I DO get embarrassed, you know.  Once in a... rare while.  That’s about the time I start picking on him.  Now, though, I can happily rest my chin on his shoulder and watch the world below.  “Trent?”
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   “I’m glad you learned to fly,” I tell him.
 
   “Yeah, me too,” he says.  “I’m not so glad you learned to teleport.”
 
   “What’s that mean?  Teleporting is awesome!”
 
   “Yeah, but it makes it really hard to keep track of you,” he says.  “I bet Zoe and Adanna are freaking out right now, wondering if you’re alive or dead,” he adds.
 
   “Oh!” I say, digging out my phone and calling Zoe.  “Zoe!  I’m in Texas!” I tell her as soon as she answers.
 
   “You’re WHERE?” she demands.
 
   “Texas!  I learned to teleport!  But Trent is here with me, we’ve got some stuff we need to do before we come back, okay?  Tell Adanna not to freak out–and tell Liz–um, actually, unless she knows that I’m gone, don’t tell her ANYTHING, got it?  She’s under house arrest–“
 
   “Taurus’s dad is here,” Zoe interrupts.  “He’s calling up people about a jet or something even as we speak–Em, what were you THINKING?” she demands.  I hear Adanna repeating the question in the background.  “How did you get to Texas that quickly?”
 
   “I learned to teleport,” I brag.  “Look, Trent is here, tell Andre that we’ll be fine, okay?”
 
   “Nico’s here, too,” Trent says.  “They got him at the border, though.”
 
   “Who did?” I ask.
 
   “Voltdrain–he let me fly right past, so I figure we’ve got a little bit of time.”  I pass the news on to Zoe, although I’m sure she heard it all. “Knowing Nico, though, he’ll get here soon enough.”
 
   “Trent says your dad is here,” I tell Zoe, “but we have to go now, the van’s stopping at a house,” I add, hanging up.  I watch in a bit of shock as the van backs up into a small suburban driveway, as if coming home from work.  “What is going on?” I ask as the nurses cart both Skystep and Repeat out of the back of the van.
 
   “I don’t know, but I don’t much like the look of it,” Trent mutters darkly.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   It’s hard to pretend to be unconscious, Repeat decides as she’s pulled off of a gurney and strapped down to a table.  The fact that the people doing it are nurses make her even more worried.  They’ll notice that she’s faking it at any moment.  If she’s caught, she’ll… what?  Teleport out?  It makes sense, but if she does that she’ll be leaving Skystep here, right?
 
   If she leaves Skystep here she’ll never find out what happened to her parents.  She listens closely to the people that surround her, waiting for them to do something to her.  So far they’ve only just gave her another shot.  “Boss, I’m not sure it’s going to work much longer,” one of the nurses says.  She can feel him staring at her, she thinks.  She makes certain not to move.
 
   “That’s why you should stop staring and get Ginger started on a new sedative,” the old man says.  The sound of heavy footsteps echo in her ears as the group leaves.  For a long moment Repeat keeps her eyes closed, listening for the sound of people breathing.  There’s Skystep, whose breath is on the same level as her ear, but no one else, she thinks, carefully opening her eyes and daring to look around.
 
   The room they’re in is white and steel.  She’s lying on a surgical table, strapped down by her wrists and her ankles.  Skystep is in an identical position right next to her.  The older woman is sound asleep.  “Skystep,” she hisses as loudly as she dares.  “Wake up.”
 
   For a long moment she’s sure it isn’t going to work.  She can’t speak louder, though, because she doesn’t know how close the kidnappers are.  And who is Ginger?  She shakes that odd thought off, focusing on what’s right in front of her.  “Skystep,” she hisses again, disappearing off of the table and popping back next to the unconscious woman.  “Wake up,” she whispers, shaking Skystep.
 
   “Wh--what?” Skystep asks, a groggy look on her face.  “Melody?  Mel--”  Repeat covers Skystep’s mouth with her hand, since she’s speaking too loudly.  
 
   “Be quiet,” she whispers.  “We need to get out of here before they come back.”  Skystep nods, jerking at the wrist bracelets.  Her eyes widen in surprise and she looks over at them.  “What’s taking so long?  Just phase through them,” Repeat hisses, daring to lift her hand.
 
   “I can’t,” Skystep whispers.  “Whatever was in that stuff they gave us is messing with my powers.”
 
   Repeat almost groans, looking around the room for some sort of key to the shackles.  There’s got to be a way to release Skystep in--there, she thinks, pouncing on a key on a side table.  The door swings open and she goes perfectly still out of shock.
 
   “What--” a woman says.  Repeat turns, teleporting over to the woman and grabbing her.  Her hand covers the woman’s mouth as the other arm confines her.  She nudges the door shut with her foot, feeling a bit panicked, still.  All it would take is a single scream and they’ll be surrounded.  Who knows if this Mr. Will has supers working for him?
 
   “Be quiet, or you’ll regret it,” she whispers next to the taller woman’s ear.  “You’re messing with a super hero, got it?”  She waits impatiently until the woman nods her head slowly.  “Are you the one called Ginger?”  The woman nods again.  “What are they doing here?”
 
   “You need to go,” Ginger whispers quickly as soon as Repeat dares to lift her hand.  “He’ll hear us.”
 
   “Who will hear us?” Skystep whispers.
 
   “Me.”
 
   As a group the three females turn, watching as a man steps out of the shadows in the corner.  “I don’t think this is what the old man wanted you to do, Ginger,” Shadowman says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Ladies and Gentlemen, I left my tights in another bag,” Nico says, leaning against the podium.  At least he’s wearing a mask, but just a plain black one that you could buy in any costume store.  He doesn’t look very bothered by that fact.  “My name is Technico, I’m the principal of Cape High, and recently we’ve breached out, bringing in children from other branches.  I’d like to thank both Century and Voltdrain for that sign of trust.  We won’t let them down.  Now if--”
 
   “How can we be sure you’re really Technico?” one of the louder reporters demands.  “You’ve got nothing but a mask to show that you’re a super--you could be an impersonator!”
 
   “I--” Nico looks at him, his jaw tightening as he fights the urge to do something overly dramatic.  He looks over at Century, who’s just smirking slightly.
 
   “Son, I keep telling Mastermental you need to be in uniform whenever you fly,” he says blandly.
 
   “Fine,” Nico says, looking around before digging a handful of metal pieces out of his pocket.  He tosses them in the air, causing the audience to gasp as they start floating, forming into a strange looking gun.  It lands in his hand and he aims it at the guy that asked the question.  “Does this prove my identity?” he asks.
 
   The reporter drops his mic, holding up both hands.  “Yes, um, sorry, sir,” he stutters.
 
   “Can you tell us what the gun does?” a woman asks.
 
   Nico looks at her and shrugs, pulling the trigger.  The reporter holding up his hands lets out a yelp and digs his phone out of his pocket as it starts to smoke.  “Tech killer,” Nico says simply.  “Now if we’ve got no other questions--”
 
   “Technico!  Technico!  What is Voltdrain here for?” another reporter asks.
 
   Nico hesitates, glancing over at Voltdrain.  “It’s his kid that’s going to my school,” he says, moving away from the podium.  “I’m sure you’ve got a lot of questions to ask him, so I’ll just leave you to do that,” he adds as he takes to the air and flies off. 
 
   “Ah… good afternoon,” Voltdrain says, shrugging at Century, who’s glaring after the runaway cape.  “I am Voltdrain.”
 
    
 
    ***
 
    
 
   “What do we do?” I ask as Trent and I land behind the house.  The backyard is grown over, with tall fences and an empty doghouse to the side.  “Where are we?” I ask him.
 
   “I’m not sure,” he admits as he looks around.  “Think there’s a dog here?” he asks, heading for the doghouse and examining it closely.  
 
   “They’d have attacked already,” I say, picking up a half deflated football and examining it curiously.  “We don’t have time for this, we need to get in and get Repeat and Skystep out.”  I head for the back door, testing it to see if it’s locked.  It slides open, revealing a rather dirty looking kitchen with no one in it.  I dare to step in, only to go perfectly still as I hear Repeat calling over our mental link.
 
   ‘He’s got Shadowman working for him!  He’s got us trapped in here, Em!’
 
   I look over at Trent.  “Shadowman is here,” I whisper.  “He’s got Repeat and Skystep trapped--”  I have no idea where she is.  I’m about to ask when an image of a white hospital-like room pops into my head.
 
   I blink and I find myself standing right next to my doppelganger--with Trent nowhere to be seen.  “That wasn’t what I wanted!” Repeat yelps.
 
   “Well… crud,” I mutter as Shadowman turns a gun on me.
 
   “You look familiar,” Shadowman says, looking from me to Repeat and back again.  I have no idea where we are in the house--I can only assume that we’re underground, since I doubt a secret lab like this would be kept in the shed.  “Where have I seen you before?”
 
   ‘Where’s TRENT?’ Repeat shouts at me.  ‘You brought him with you, right?  So why isn’t he here?’
 
   ‘I left him wherever I was before you showed me this place,’ I snap back.  ‘Why’d you have to go and plant a full image in my head?’
 
   ‘Because I expected you to bring the big guns!  It took Trent, Max AND Adanna to take him down last time, that leaves us seriously short handed!’
 
   “What, are you two deaf?” Shadowman demands, cocking the gun in his hand.  “This is a special little toy that Kunnins--wait, he calls himself Will now, doesn’t he?  Well regardless, the old man paid me a lot of money to come back to the states.  And he gave me this sweet little toy, to boot,” he says, waving the gun around slightly before turning it and aiming it at Skystep.  “Don’t even think about it, lady.”
 
   She has one arm out of the cuffs holding her to the table, but that arm stays right where it is.  “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” she lies blatantly.  As if to emphasize that lie, she slides her wrist back through the cuff, so it looks like she’s still locked up.
 
   I have to do something.  I have no idea how Skystep is going to--
 
   The sound of a deafening boom comes from above.  The lights hanging from the ceiling start to shudder, swinging back and forth wildly as pieces of concrete fall to the ground.  Another loud BOOM echoes and I instinctively grab both Ginger and Repeat, throwing them to the ground and sliding so we’re under the nearest surgical table--or at least as under it as we can get.
 
   The roof caves in, and Trent lands in the middle of the rubble, looking as if he’s going to tear someone apart.  “EMILY,” he bellows, looking around wildly.
 
   “Over here!” I call, waving a hand.  “Take out Shadowman!”
 
   A zapping sound comes from the man in question and I watch in shock as the gun shoots Trent.  For a second I see a shock of electricity hit him--and then it stops.  So does Trent.
 
   “Kunnins!” Shadowman yells, poking my still boyfriend.  “We’re leaving NOW.”  He runs out, leaving us in the room.  I get up, going over to Trent and poking him.  His eyes move, but the rest of him is frozen.
 
   “Everyone grab onto us,” Repeat says, placing a hand on my shoulder.  “We’re leaving.”
 
   “What about--um--” Ginger says, looking at the hallway.
 
   “We’ll deal with that after we get out,” I say, placing a hand on Skystep’s leg, my other one going to Trent’s arm.  “Let’s just hope I can pull this off,” I say, meeting Repeat’s eyes.  We nod, both picturing the all-too-familiar picnic table.  I won’t say I’m not inwardly panicking over whatever he did to Trent, but I have to hide it.  What if it has long lasting damage?  What if he figured out a way to take away his powers? 
 
   What if--
 
   “Son of a biscuit eater,” Trent says, shuddering back to life.  “What WAS that thing?” he asks, looking at the rest of us.  “I could see and hear everything but I couldn’t move!”
 
   “I’m sorry,” Ginger says, looking terrified.  “I just--it was--”
 
   “Who are you?” Trent asks her.
 
   “Ginger Hanks,” she says, “MD.”
 
   “What were you there for?” I ask her.
 
   “He’s trying to--oh no,” she breathes out, looking around with a hint of terror.  “I have to go back, I HAVE to--”
 
   “Why?” Trent asks.
 
   “Because he has my sons.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Nico, we’ve got a problem.”  Not the words he wants to hear, Nico thinks darkly as he flies over Texas.  “We’re at Fifth and second, the smoothie joint we rebuilt last time we came--we’ve got Skystep and Em, but we’ve also got a doctor by the name of Ginger Hanks.  The house that held the kidnappers was at 7295 Brooks Street, but Shadowman is working for them, there’s a good chance they pulled out.”
 
   “Shadowman?” Nico repeats, letting out a curse.  It’s all too prevalent in his mind how Shadowman was the one that easily killed his mother, Tatiana–or could have.  Or--well, let’s just say time travel can get extremely screwy.  Regardless, Shadowman has the ability to kill off an S class tank, with enough stealth.  “Those sneaky supers are going to be the death of us all,” he mutters, idly thinking that Emily was a perfect example.
 
   “So what do we do?” Trent asks.
 
   “Wait right there for me,” he says.  “Get as much information out of the doctor as you can--”                                                                                                  
 
   “Nico, Shadowman called the old guy Kunnins,” Emily says over the phone.  “Does that mean anything to you?”
 
   “Yeah,” Nico says quietly.  “Yeah, it does.”  He mentally curses his luck, feeling the urge to break something.  He’s going to have to call his old man.  If Superior finds out that Kunnins is still alive, he’s going to be extremely irritated with his only son.
 
   “And we have to go back,” Emily says.  “They’ve got Ginger’s sons.  If there’s even a chance of reuniting them, we need to do it.”
 
   “I’m coming,” Nico says, cutting off the com and taking off towards the smoothie place.  Something is nudging at the back of his mind, but he ignores it.  He doesn’t have time to figure it out just now.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Quiet.”  The single word is enough to send the twins into silence.  The old man in front of them has become terrifying to Lee and Michael.  He’s like the boogeyman that masquerades as a kind looking grandpa.  “Your mother seems to have gotten herself lost,” he goes on, casually leaning back in the large computer chair.  The trip to this strange apartment had freaked the boys out even more than he does--they still swear there are dinosaurs in that shadowy area they came through.
 
   “She--” Lee starts, only to shut his mouth again as the old man raises a hand.
 
   “She’ll be back, I’m sure.  She’s not likely to want to leave you with us,” Mr. Will says, his hand tightening ever so slightly on the cane in his hand.  “Nice place you’ve found us, Shadowman,” he adds to the plain looking man standing behind them.
 
   “Thank you, sir.  I doubt the Hall will think to look for us here.”
 
   “Where are we?” Michael asks.
 
   “That’s for us to know and you to find out, boy,” Mr. Will says.  “How did my boy make it through the transfer, Shadow?” he goes on.
 
   The boy in question is one the twins have snuck in to see several times.  He’s unconscious, and is pretty creepy looking.  His skin is so pale that you can see his veins–they’re bulging in places.  And every once in a while his eyes start twitching back and forth–seeing that through his eyelids is REALLY disturbing.  As far as they can tell, the old man is trying to wake the guy up with the help of their mom.  
 
   “The boys say he’s stable, sir,” Shadowman says, leaning against a doorframe and crossing his arms over his chest.  “That kid that crashed through the roof--it’s America’s Son’s kid, right?”
 
   “You should know better than I do.”
 
   “Well if it is, there’s a chance that Cape High is involved in this somehow.  You didn’t mention that fact to me earlier.”  There’s a hint of irritation in Shadowman’s voice that has both twins feeling a little worried.  “They might be kids, but they team up better than the adults do.”
 
   “Afraid of children, Shadowman?” Mr. Will asks in a derisive tone.  They hadn’t even known what the word “derisive” meant until they met this man.  “They won’t be a problem.  When you go back for the doctor she’ll come with you willingly.”
 
   “But they won’t willingly let her go,” Shadowman says.  “Nico is their principal--he still acts like a super villain, you know.”
 
   “He might act like one, but you really ARE one.  Enough of this, go make sure the security here is up to snuff and that they’ve got enough room for Wes and Will.  You’re wasting my time just standing here.”
 
   Shadowman stares at him for a long moment before letting out a curse and walking away.  For a long moment the room is silent, until, with slightly shaking fingers, the old man twists the cane and slips the wooden cover down, revealing a faintly glowing stick.  They’ve seen this happen before, of course, but the stick was glowing more brightly last time.  The old man’s hand wraps around the glow-stick, holding on for only a few brief seconds.
 
   The cane closes again.
 
   Lee and Michael look at each other, the same worried expression on their faces.  Their mom is gone… that means they’re left here with this psychopath old man.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I want to go back to the house,” I say to Trent.  Nico’s coming, so we’re just sitting here on the table.  Well, I’m sitting.  Skystep is sort of draped over it, looking rather woozy.  She keeps staring at Repeat.  She glances over at me and then blinks in confusion as Ditto pops into existence next to us. 
 
   “One… two… three…” she counts a bit blankly.  “That stuff they shot me with was reaaaally strong, wasn’t it?” she asks, swaying slightly.
 
   “No, there are really three of us,” Ditto says almost gently as she walks over.  “Can we ask you something?  Without attacking, without all of that--did you kill our parents?”
 
   “I--” Repeat starts out, only to be hauled back by me.
 
   “Quiet,” I say.
 
   “I didn’t,” Skystep says, looking her straight in the eye.  “I loved Melody.  She was my best friend--you might not know it, but villains and heroes aren’t really that different--”
 
   “I do,” I say.  “My best friends are the daughters of super villains.  But if you didn’t kill them, what happened?”
 
   “Your dad and mom were on a mission,” she says sadly.  “There were some missing campers in the mountains in New Mexico--it was a simple thing, one even B class capes like--well, like your parents, could handle.  I missed Melody, so I went to pretend to attack them.  It was a game,” she says, looking close to tears.  “I would show up in a way that made her jump and we’d both laugh about it later.  I just… it didn’t work out how it should have.”
 
   “There was an avalanche,” I provided as tears start welling up in her eyes.
 
   “I tried to save them, but they shoved the campers at me--one of them made it,” Skystep whispers.  “But your parents didn’t.  I’m so sorry,” she says, wrapping her arms around me tightly.  “I’m so sorry--” she wails.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to let go of her,” I hear Nico say from above.  I look up as he drops down from the sky, walking over to us.  “My sister might get offended.  Now, you must be Ginger Hanks,” he goes on, turning to the doctor.  “I’m Technico.  I’d like to ask a few questions, but I think they’re best asked at South Hall.  If you don’t mind, I can fly you there.”
 
   Ginger hesitates, looking even more worried.  “I need to--Mr. Will has my twin sons,” she says.  “I need to get them back before he does something to them--”
 
   “We’ve already dispatched a black suit division to the house we found you in,” Nico says.  
 
   “I want to go,” I say, “I can teleport over there to make sure--”  Ditto grabs me as I start to sway.  “What--”
 
   “Too much energy used,” Repeat says before disappearing.
 
   “All that teleporting took it out of us,” Ditto admits before poofing out of existence.  I blink as Trent wraps his arms around me, holding me up.
 
   “I was just fine--” I start out.
 
   “You relaxed when Nico showed up,” he says, as if it makes perfect sense.  “It happens,” he says, hugging me.  “We’re going to have to hand this over to the adults.”
 
   “You can’t tell me that makes you happy,” I mutter.
 
   “Of course it doesn’t,” he says, so sharply that I blink up at him.  He looks a lot like his dad does in his serious moments.  “They kidnapped my partner--I want to take care of the problem, myself, but they’ve got Shadowman.  I don’t know how many people he can transport, Em, but I wouldn’t be surprised if it’s a lot of them--”
 
   “Shadows,” I say, something nudging a thought in my mind.  “Shadowman goes through shadows.”
 
   “His files say as long as there’s even a hint of a shadow on it, he can go through a surface–I looked him up once. They trapped him once in a room with lights coming from all directions, but he busted one of the lights.  It explains the name, right?” Trent says, looking a bit confused at my tangent.  “Why?”
 
   “Leave that trail of thought for another time,” Nico calls over his shoulder, making me nod and blush slightly.  So he’s thought of it, himself?  “Ginger, I swear we’re going to find both Kunnins and your boys, but you’ve been through a lot and you know what’s going on--things we don’t know.  So, please, trust the Hall.  Saving people is what we do.”
 
   She nods hesitantly.  “Mr. Will has a grandson named Wes Will,” she starts out.
 
   “Let’s get you to the Hall before we start talking,” Nico says, picking her up in a princess hold.  I see her cheeks turn bright red at that move and want to tell her that it’s not him flirting with her.  I don’t have time, because Trent scoops me up in the same way. 
 
   “What about Skystep?” I ask him.  He hesitates, turning to the still woozy looking woman.
 
   “Ma’am,” he says, walking over.  “If you’d like, I can take you to the Hall--”
 
   “I’m a super villain,” she says, her eyes focusing sharply on him.  “I refuse.”  She pushes herself to her feet and steps onto the air, racing away before he can protest.
 
   “Problem solved,” Nico says as we take off.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The speech had been nice and short on his behalf.  “My daughter is now going to Cape High.  She is doing very well, and I expect her to become one of our future heroes in a very short amount of time.”  The audience had been thrilled, because he was one of the South Branch golden boys, and they hadn’t realized he even had a child before this.  Century had taken over and Voltdrain had spied on the com, hearing what happened to the kids.
 
   Now he’s overseeing the search of the house where they’d found Skystep.  He knows this house, he thinks with a dark expression.  This is the house that Jimmi’s ex-boyfriend lived in.  It’s enough to make a good Catholic man desire to curse, he admits silently.
 
   “Voltdrain, we’ve found something,” one of the black suits calls over to him.  The hole in the floor was the first thing to attract their attention, and several of the suits had spread out through the underground hospital, searching for any traces of where the people had gone.
 
   “I am coming,” Voltdrain says, heading over to the pair of black suits staring into a box.  Inside are several long tubes that glow with a familiar energy.  Voltdrain picks one up, ignoring the worried looks of the suits.  “I see,” he says, not telling them he knows exactly what these are.  “What sort of thing would allow you to carry a long stick like this?” he asks the female of the pair.
 
   “A bo?  A stick?”
 
   “A cane, perhaps?” he offers, wrapping his hand around the stick and draining the all-too familiar energy out of it.  He reaches his hand into the box, draining all of them even as they protest.
 
   “Those are evidence, Voltdrain--”
 
   “We don’t know how the people who were here managed to--”
 
   “No, I know exactly how,” Voltdrain says.  “It is not the energy that is of interest--take the tubes into the lab and have them studied.”  He turns, looking around the room.  “Has anyone found the two boys?” he demands.
 
   “No, but we’ve found their clothing,” another suit calls.  “They were here recently.”
 
   “Sir, there’s the set up for another hospital bed back here,” someone calls from another room.  “It looks like there were actually two people being kept on machines.”
 
   “Are the beds here?” he asks.
 
   “No, they seem to have taken them.”
 
   “The devices used to keep the people alive, are they still here?”
 
   “We assume everything but the oxygen tanks, sir.”
 
   “How difficult is it to get those things?”
 
   “Not that difficult, but we’ll watch the companies that sell them.”
 
   “Good,” Voltdrain says.  “Is there anything else?”
 
   “I’ve found a lab,” a female suit calls from the back.  “It looks like someone was doing some chemistry, and apparently creating weapons of some sort.”
 
   “Pack it all up and bring it in,” Voltdrain says.  “Take it to our lab.  And someone get all the information they can on this ‘Mr. Will’ whose name was on the lease.”
 
   “Yes, sir.”  
 
   Voltdrain goes silent, his hand still feeling slightly warm due to draining his own daughter’s stored energy.  This, he thinks as he looks around, was going on right under his nose.
 
   It makes him feel sick to his stomach.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “Voltdrain is on it,” Century says as we reach the South Branch Hall.  He looks a bit irritated.   “Mastermental has already called.  He’s looking for all of you to be back in your own sector as soon as possible.  This is South Branch business.”
 
   “I agree completely,” Nico says as he puts Ginger down.  “We’ll leave you to it, then.  Liberty, DJ, time to go.”
 
   “But what about--” I start out.
 
   “Voltdrain is on it,” Nico repeats.  “He’s a much better hero than I’ll ever be.  Ma’am, if anyone can find your sons, it’s him,” he tells Ginger.  She nods, but I can tell she doesn’t want to agree.  It’s hard to say no, though, to a guy that can fly without a plane.  I slip out of Trent’s hold and walk over, still feeling a bit light headed. 
 
   “We’ll find your boys,” I tell her, looking her straight in the eyes.  “We’re the good guys.”  I wait until she nods before heading over to Century and tugging on his arm so he leans over.  “Skystep got a shot of something--I think it was a super sedative.  She left, but she shouldn’t be left alone, can you send someone to check on her?” I whisper.
 
   “Yeah, I’ll do that,” he says, looking at me seriously.  His hand comes up, touching my hair.  “Are you happy in the Central Hall?” he asks.
 
   I give him a broad grin.  “Very happy.”
 
   “Good--you know, I should have--”
 
   “It turned out good in the end,” I interrupt.  “Did the sisters get their abilities back, though?”
 
   “Yeah, not that they do anything with them,” he mutters.  “You’re welcome to come back anytime,” he adds.
 
   I nod, knowing I have no plans on doing that.  I’m leaving South Branch alone as much as possible--for the rest of my life.  I’ve got a new life, this one needs to be left in the past… except…
 
   “Before we go, can I… can I visit the memorial?” I ask Trent and Nico.  Nico nods.  “Century, can you take me to my parent’s memorial?” I ask him.  He nods, a serious expression on his face.
 
   “It’s this way,” he says as he leads me into the main part of the building.  There are no graves for heroes lost during duty in the South Branch, instead there is a hall of memorials, where small areas are dedicated to the fallen heroes.  Pictures, newspaper articles, uniforms, anything they can find on the hero is tastefully placed for mourners to visit.  My parents have theirs side by side, or so I’ve been told.  I never had the strength to come before. 
 
   Now, though, I do.  We pull to a stop in front of their memorials and Century drops a hand on my shoulder.  “I’ll give you some alone time,” he says before leaving.
 
   I’m exhausted, I think as I sit down in front of the memorials.  It’s cold tiled ground, probably dirty, but I don’t care.  “Mom?  Dad?” I say, looking at their pictures.  “Hi.  I know you’re… well, anyway, I just…” I hesitate, trying not to feel guilty about what I’m about to say.  “You guys, um, don’t mind if I start calling other people that, right?  I know that you’re always going to be my parents, even if you’re in Heaven right now and I’m not just yet, but I… I’ve got this foster mom, see?  She’s amazing.  She… really loves me.  And I’ve got Taurus--Dad, I know you were a fan of his, right?  Well he wants to be my… um… well, dad.  I just don’t want you to think I’ve forgotten about you two or anything, I don’t know how I could, you know?  I love you.  But I just thought if I had your permission… I could have another family.”
 
   There’s no answer.  I didn’t expect one, obviously, but it would be nice to have a clear-cut yes or no, right?  
 
   “They wouldn’t mind.”                            
 
   I jerk, turning and looking over as Century steps back into the hall.  “I didn’t mean to spy, but…” he shrugs and walks over to me, crouching down beside me.  “Your parents want you to be happy, I swear that,” he says, offering me his hand.  “They were good people and they loved you,” he tells me as he pulls me to my feet.  “And if you’ve got the chance to have happiness, they would say exactly what I’m saying.  I was hoping that the Behts would provide that new family long before this.”
 
   “Mastermental said he would… um… put them on a dirty job,” I admit, blushing.
 
   “I did it before he had to cut through the tape,” he says.  “I’ve done you wrong, Emily, and I’ve done your parents wrong as well.  Is there something, anything I can do to make it up to you?”
 
   I hesitate, giving him a crooked smile.  “Take care of Skystep,” I say, wondering at the fact that all the fear and hatred I had harbored is gone so simply.  “I don’t think she’s quite sane,” I admit.
 
   “Completely insane,” he agrees with a slight smile, “but I’ll do what I can.”
 
   “She needs a better place to live,” I add.
 
   “As good as done.”
 
   “And find Ginger’s sons.  I promised her we would.”
 
   “I’ve got my very best man on it,” he says.
 
   “And let any of your kids come to Cape High if they need or want to,” I tell him.  What?  I’m not about to let him get off easy!  He OFFERED!  “Jimmi’s doing really well at the school.”
 
   “That has something to do with their parents, as well, you know,” he points out.  “Now… should I give you some more time, or are you ready?  Kid Liberty is looking a bit impatient out there.”
 
   “I’m done,” I admit.
 
   “So what, exactly, is your relationship with Kid Liberty?” he asks as we start walking back to the others.
 
   “He’s my boyfriend,” I say, proudly.
 
   “Boyfriend?  Aren’t you too young for that sort of thing?” he demands.  “And with a boy already in the public eye--I’m not sure--”
 
   “He’s a good boyfriend,” I tell him.  “No, he’s a super boyfriend,” I say with a grin as I see Trent watching us.  “He learned how to fly for me.”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sight of a plane with the letters HTV painted on the side almost surprises me, I think as we land on the roof of the airport.  “I have to say,” Century comments to Nico, “the girl brings in several big names, doesn’t she?”  He watches as two massive black men step out of the plane, looking straight at us.  Taurus heads over to us, stopping and holding out his arms for me.  I don’t even glance at Trent, who carried me here, I just jump.
 
   “Dad insisted,” he says, hugging me tightly.  “But by the time we got the plane gassed up and ready, we heard you were already done.”
 
   I wrap my arms around him as tightly as I can, my feet at least a foot and a half off of the ground.  It’s sort of awesome to be hugged like this, I’m not going to lie.  “I want to go home, Dad,” I tell him.  I feel him jerk at that title.
 
   “What happened?” he asks.
 
   “A lot of stuff--but I forgave Skystep… and I went to visit my parents,” I whisper.  “It… it wasn’t as bad as I thought it would be.”  I pull back, suddenly worried.  “Does Liz know I’m here?”
 
   “No, but she’s going to as soon as we get home,” he says sternly.  “You’re going to tell her everything, got it?”
 
   “Yeah, I know,” I say, chewing on my bottom lip.  I look over as Trent and Nico land beside me and Century lands in front of Andre.  They know each other?
 
   “It’s an honor to have you in my territory,” Century says, holding out a hand.
 
   “That’s not what you say when I show up,” Nico drawls.
 
   “I’m afraid I’m strictly Central,” Andre admits.  “I’ve been working with your branch of HTV for a while, though.  You’ve got a good team down here.”
 
   “I agree,” Century says.  “Is there a reason for this visit?”
 
   “We’ve come to collect my kid,” Taurus says, letting me down.  There’s a sharp look on his face as Century looks at him in surprise.  Century looks at me, as if confirming what Taurus just claimed.
 
   “To be,” I admit, leaning into Taurus’s side.  “As soon as we can get Liz to commit.”
 
   “You had my other girl earlier,” Taurus says.  “I’d appreciate you giving us more of a warning before you try to get either of them next time.”
 
   “Life Light’s my sister,” I clarify.
 
   “I see.  I’ll do what I can,” Century says.  He looks at me, holding out a hand.  “I still…” he starts out slowly, a mournful look in his eyes, “wish things had worked out differently.”
 
   “I… don’t,” I say finally.  “I mean, the end results--I’m happy now.  There are things I would change, sure, but… I’m going to be okay.  I’m loved.”  I look at all of the Central Hall supers that surround us, smiling slightly.  “Can we go home now?” I ask, looking over at Andre.
 
   “Absolutely,” he says.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The flight home was spent leaning against Trent’s shoulder, our fingers entwined as Taurus and Andre sat across from us, telling stories from Taurus’s childhood.  He played football for all of a season before he had to quit--people were starting to question his abilities.  Trent really got into that conversation, leaving me to listen silently.  
 
   Now we’re getting off of the plane.  I pull to a stop as I see a familiar white haired woman waiting in front of us.  A hint of dread chases down my spine, especially when I see Falconess and Aubrey standing next to Liz.  I am SO grounded, I think with a sigh.
 
   “You are SO grounded,” Liz says, her hands on her hips.  “No teleporting for the next ten years, young lady!”
 
   “Now, Liz,” Taurus says, heading over to her, “ten years is a bit too long--plus she’s going to have a debut soon.”
 
   “And YOU!” Liz says, turning on him and poking him in the chest.  “You were already heading down there before I heard a single word!”
 
   “Well, you’re on house arrest, honey--”
 
   “Don’t ‘honey’ me,” she says, poking him in the chest again.  He’s got both hands up and his most innocent expression.  “I should have been the first person you called, house arrest or not!”
 
   “I didn’t want you finding out,” I admit, heading straight for her and hugging her tightly.  “I didn’t want you breaking house arrest and getting tossed into the Cape Cells!”
 
   “Oh, I wouldn’t have been tossed into those,” she says, waving it off with a snort.  “I’d have gotten a slap on the wrist and stuck with some ridiculous duty Double M knows I hate--I’ve already got to do the next parade that comes up.  I hate parades.”
 
   “It’s okay, though,” I say, taking advantage of her distraction.  “We have more important things to talk about--and I really want to go home.  I have a sleepover planned, you know?”
 
   “You’re still going to do the sleepover?” Aubrey asks.  “CAN you do that when you’re grounded?”
 
   “Absolutely not!” Liz says.
 
   “Adanna made cookies, though!” I say.
 
   “Oh… well… she makes great cookies, doesn’t she?” Liz says thoughtfully.
 
   “Before that, let’s go home,” Nico says, a dark look on his face.  “Unfortunately I need to call our old man.”
 
   “What?” Liz yelps, looking shocked.  “What for?”
 
   “Because Kunnins is alive after all.  If he finds out from someone other than me, we’re going to have trouble.”
 
   “But that means he’ll come back!” Liz complains.  “I don’t want him back--and I DEFINITELY don’t want to meet Tatiana!  Do you know how big of a gasket she’ll blow when she finds out about me?”
 
   “Nah, she’ll like you just fine,” Nico says.  “It’s Father that’ll get the gasket blowing up on him.”
 
   “Oh… you sure?” she asks.
 
   “Worth a try if it gets him in trouble!” Nico says shamelessly.  Liz just stares at him.
 
   “Don’t worry,” Taurus tells Liz, “I’ve got your back.”
 
   Liz looks at him, letting out a sigh.  “You had better--you’ve got a LOT to make up for after today.”
 
   I grab her hand, looking up at her seriously.  “Liz--Mom?” I say.
 
   “Yeah?” she asks, looking startled.
 
   “I’m sorry I lost control of Repeat and teleported across country,” I tell her.  “I seriously didn’t mean to.  I’ve got no plans on going back to Texas--like, ever.  But you shouldn’t be mad at Taurus--he brought me back.”
 
   She just looks at me before letting out a heavy sigh.  “Okay, fine.  Now come on, we’ve got one of the black suit vans in the parking lot.  If I get caught flying, who knows what sort of punishment Double M will slap on me.”
 
   “You know, I bet you can go out if you get a wig or something and act like a norm,” I say casually.  “Maybe on a date?”
 
   “You want to go on a date with me?” she asks, looking all sorts of excited.  “We can go out to dinner and then a movie--Aubrey, you can come with us!”
 
   “I meant with Taurus,” I say, rolling my eyes.
 
   “How about we all go?” Taurus asks, draping an arm over Aubrey’s shoulders.  She grins up at him.
 
   “You did promise to come to dinner with me sometime,” Andre says from behind us.  “I wouldn’t mind a movie, as well.”
 
   “Let’s do it!” I say.
 
   “Now?” Liz asks.
 
   “Now,” everyone agrees.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “I’m afraid it will be this way until we find your hijos, Señora Hanks,” Voltdrain says as Ginger steps into a small house that isn’t her own.  “You will be under constant supervision--but it is for your own safety.  I do not wish you to feel pressured, so--”
 
   “It’s fine,” Ginger says, her frustration causing her hands to clench for a moment.     She feels so helpless.  Her boys are out there with a ruthless monster of a man--one that had made her do things that went against her personal values--things that she feels dirty even thinking about.  If he’s so willing to contemplate changing his own grandson, what would he do to two kids not even related to him?
 
   She can’t help but fear him turning her sons into test subjects.  She had feared it earlier, but not as much as now.  Earlier, they had been leverage against her--now--
 
   “I will leave you to yourself,” Voltdrain says gently, touching her shoulder and making her look at him.  He has a look of compassion in his eyes, one that almost makes her cry.  “If you have need for anything, there are two black suits in the main room.  They will arrange things for you, Señora.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispers.  She turns away from his look, not capable of seeing it any longer.  She hears the door open and close.  Voltdrain is gone.
 
   For a long moment there’s silence, and she looks around the empty room.  It’s spacious, but rather sterile in appearance.  There’s a bed, a table, and a chair--which she heads over and sinks into, letting the tears fall.  Will she ever see her boys again?
 
   “This is rather depressing,” a familiar voice says from the corner.  Ginger jerks, her eyes widening with shock as she sees Shadowman leaning casually against the wall, examining his fingernails.  “Kunnins is looking for you,” he says as her mouth opens and closes without a word.  “Those two boys of yours are causing a lot of problems without you there--the last time something caused him trouble he used it as an experiment, according to the muscle boys.”
 
   “I didn’t--I wasn’t--” Ginger says.  “Has he done anything to them?”
 
   “Not yet,” Shadowman says, “and if you come quietly, he might not.”
 
   She hesitates, looking at the door leading to the main room and back to him.  She gets to her feet.
 
   “I was hoping you’d say that,” Shadowman says, taking her hand.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   I fell asleep halfway through the movie.  At least I think I did.  Right now I’m waking up in my bed, dressed in my ever-so-classy “Firefly Rocks” pjs.  I take that as a sign of Liz putting me to bed.  She’s constantly buying me clothes with her logo on them.  I feel better, I realize as I stretch.  A night’s sleep is enough for my healing factor to let me completely recover. 
 
   “Em, you going to school today?” Aubrey calls through the door.
 
   “Yeah, I’m coming!” I call back, hopping out of bed and heading for the bathroom.  Shortly I’m cleaned up, fed, and heading down the stairs with the rest of the group.  To my shock, Zoe jumps me from behind as we reach the bottom floor.
 
   “You stood us up!” she says.
 
   “Sorry--I mean--tonight?” I offer, guilt hitting me sharply.
 
   “You’ll have to talk Adanna into it.  I think Sunny ate all her cookies.”
 
   “Darn you, Sunny!” I yell at the teen in question.  “Those cookies were mine!”  He has the gall to laugh!  How rude.  We head through the security and for the campus, chatting casually as we wake up.  Adanna joins us as we get to school, heading straight for me with a dark look on her face before she hauls me into a hug.
 
   “Now that you know how to teleport, I expect you to come over to my house more often,” she orders me.
 
   “Liz grounded me,” I say, a bit depressed over that thought.  Going over to Adanna’s whenever I want sounds AWESOME.  She’s got this huge cat sanctuary in her backyard.  “Maybe when I’m thirty?”
 
   I glance up, distracted as another car pulls up to the school.  Keliah comes out, carrying a box.  My eyes widen as I see the words “Krispy Kreme” on the side.  Oh no she didn’t!  “Now remember, you’re sharing with everyone,” Falconess calls through the window to her. 
 
   “I know, I know,” Keliah mutters, looking at her mother darkly as the window rolls back up and Falconess drives away.  Today isn’t a mentoring day--I think she’s got rounds to make.  Keliah looks over at us, her eyes going straight to Jack, who is staring at her… Well, more like he’s staring at the donut box.
 
   This is DEFINITELY trouble.  
 
   “Donuts,” Trent says from behind me.
 
   I look at Aubrey, Aubrey looks at me.  Looks like our boyfriend protection job isn’t anywhere close to done, I think.  “Hey, Jack, did you ever come up with a name for your dog?” she asks.
 
   “I think we should name him Donut,” Jack says, his eyes glued to the box.
 
   “I like Donut,” Trent agrees stupidly, “or maybe Krispy.”
 
   “Krispy’s good, too.”
 
   Aubrey and I groan.
 
    
 
   ####


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Bonus Material:
 
    
 
   Emily the Spy
 
    
 
   I’m looking for Ace.  I figure if I can corner him for long enough he’ll agree to plot out my debut with me--if it’s plotted out, I MIGHT just be able to talk Nico into letting me do it.  I head up the stairs to the second floor of the main school building, where the villains spend their free hour.
 
   “You know, if that whole donut episode with the mini blonde gets you dumped--” I hear Ace say.
 
   “It’s not going to get me dumped!  All I did was eat a donut or two!”
 
   “You ate half a dozen of them, and that’s only because your brother got the others,” I hear Max drawl.
 
   “Whatever, I don’t see what the big deal is--”
 
   “Aubrey’s totally going to toss him to the curb,” Max says.  “That little blonde was practically sitting on his lap as he shoveled them down.”
 
   “I’m going after Aubrey when she does,” Ace finishes.
 
   “Emily’s more likely to dump Trent than Aubrey is me,” Jack mutters.  “You can go after Emily.”
 
   “Nah, Emily’s way too much for me to want to deal with--there’s THREE of her, now,” Ace says.  “It sounds cool, but that’s two too many for my taste.  Plus, who knows how many there’ll be when she’s an adult?”
 
   “So you totally gave up on Morgan, huh?” Max asks.  Okay, I know I shouldn’t spy, but this is WAY too interesting to pass up.  “You chicken.”
 
   “Not a chicken, just not stupid,” Ace says.  “Justin is going to ask her out.”
 
   I hear someone choke on something, complete with a spluttering sound.  “You’re kidding me, right?” Jack asks.  “She’s going to turn him down so freaking fast--”
 
   “What do you mean?” Ace asks.  “How do you know?”
 
   “I’m dating her best friend, remember?  Aubrey would have said SOMETHING about her being into him.  She never has.  I think Morgan’s like… asexual or something.  Or maybe she’s just got taste.”
 
   “She won’t turn him down,” Ace says, his tone a bit dark.  “Even she’s smart enough to realize he’s a famous singer.  Girls go for that sort of thing.”
 
   “Won’t happen,” Jack says again.  “She still calls him boyband boy.”
 
   “Ten bucks she says yes.”
 
   “I’ll take that bet,” Jack says, sounding far too smug.  “What do you say, Max?  Think she’ll go for it?”
 
   “Don’t know,” Max says thoughtfully.  “I’ll put ten on her avoiding him until he gives up like chicken boy, here.”
 
   “It’s a bet,” Ace says, not sounding too enthusiastic.  “I got this one in the bag, though, so you’d better keep the cash on hand.”
 
   “So where do you plan on taking Aubrey for your first date?” Max asks.
 
   “I will beat you like a drum, man,” Jack says.
 
   “I was thinking the movies,” Ace says, cheering up.  “I mean, look at the standard she’s got--beating it shouldn’t be a problem!”
 
   “Do you seriously think the donut thing is going to get me dumped?” Jack asks after a long moment of silence.
 
   The sound of them laughing covers the sound of me racing away.  Justin is going to ask Morgan out?  I have GOT to get this on video!
 
   I find Morgan at Adanna’s tree house, surrounded by half of the dorm.  They’ve left one of the hammocks to my best friend (how kind, considering it’s her place) and I head straight for Adanna, climbing up the ramp and sliding into the hammock with her.
 
   “What--” she starts out.  
 
   I lean over, knowing how good her hearing is, and breathe, “Ace says Justin is going to ask Morgan out.”
 
   She pulls back, staring at me blankly before starting to laugh.  “I’ll believe it when I see it,” she whispers back.
 
   “What’s going on?” Carla asks, her head popping out over us.  “Whatcha whispering about?”  She is just so adorable.  No, seriously, those little poof pigtails, a huge grin, big golden eyes--I just want to HUG her!  I blink as Ditto appears behind her, hauling her into a massive hug and getting an “EEP!” in return.
 
   The rest of the group starts laughing, watching the two with amusement, especially when Ditto starts saying exactly what I was just thinking.  Poor Carla is so red that her ears are practically glowing.  She doesn’t run away, though, I notice with a little grin.
 
   “Very nice distraction,” Adanna compliments me silently.
 
   “Distraction from what?” I ask her.
 
   For a long second she stares at me before shaking her head with amusement.  “Never mind.  So when will it happen?”
 
   “I… have no clue.  I just wanted to get it on video.”
 
   “You can’t exactly follow him around for the rest of his life until he does it.”
 
   “I was hoping he would do it now,” I complain.
 
   “Who would do what now?” Vinny asks, looking over the side of his hammock at us.  I hesitate, but he IS one of my cooking teachers, so I wave him over.  He lazily gets out of the hammock and heads over to ours, leaning over to hear me whisper.
 
   “Ace says Justin is going to ask Morgan out,” I tell him as silently as possible.
 
   “Nah, won’t happen,” Vinny says after a long second of just staring at me.
 
   “What won’t happen?” Morgan asks.
 
   “It doesn’t matter, since it won’t happen,” Vinny replies.
 
   “Hey, Adanna, I got the candy!” Sunny says as he comes around the building, his arms laden with snacks.  “Hey, Em, what’s up?” he asks as he hands over the candy to his girlfriend.  I grab a few, since I’m here.
 
   I look over at Vinny, who’s giving Morgan a hard time, and lean down, whispering in Sunny’s ear, “Ace says Justin’s going to ask Morgan out.”
 
   “He DID?” half of the dorm asks, alerting me to the fact I might have whispered a little too loudly.
 
   Morgan jerks Vinny’s fingers out of her ears.  “What is going on, here, people?” she demands.
 
   “I don’t think it’ll happen,” Ward says.
 
   “It might!” Carla says.
 
   “I think Ace should do it, instead,” Vinny drawls.  Morgan gives him an extra dark look for that.
 
   “What. IS. GOING. ON?” she demands--right as Justin walks around the corner, his hands in his pockets.
 
   The entire area goes silent, staring at him expectantly.  He hesitates, looking behind him but not seeing anyone.  “What?” he finally asks.  “Actually, on second thought, I’ll just be going,” he says, turning on his heel and walking away.
 
   “I’m going to follow him!” I announce, grabbing my phone only to grunt as Adanna hauls me back into the hammock.
 
   “Not now,” she says, sighing.  “What were you talking to Ace for, anyway?”
 
   I stare at her in surprise.  “I totally forgot to ask him about my debut!”


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
   Operation: Happy Family
 
    
 
   Aubrey is working again--she works a lot, okay?  That means it’s just me and Liz for movie night.  There’s yet another strange anime movie playing on the television, the bowl of popcorn is almost gone, and Liz is rooting for some guy that turns into a pig whenever he gets hit by cold water.  Yeah, this is a typical weekend.
 
   “Moooom,” I say, moving closer and giving her my biggest innocent look.
 
   “Whaaaat?” she asks in the same tone.
 
   “I think you and Taurus should make it official.”
 
   “What?” she almost yelps, clearly thrown off guard.
 
   “Like go out in public or work together as partners or something!  It’d be on television EVERYWHERE,” I say.
 
   “No, wait, let’s back up here,” she says.  “WHAT exactly are we making official, anyway?”
 
   “That you’re dating,” I say cheerfully.  “That way all the other girls know he’s taken.  He’s a seriously good looking guy, you know.  I’m surprised there isn’t, like, a line-up of super girls trying to get into Central just to take a chance.”
 
   She gives me a dirty look, one that almost makes me laugh.  Sometimes she’s just TOO easy.  “We’re just friends,” she says stubbornly.  “He can date whoever he wants.”
 
   “Oh?  Then I’ll pass that on to Falconess next time we have a mentorship class,” I say.  “Actually, I’ve got her number and it’s a Friday night, so maybe I should--” I go on, pulling out my phone.  She grabs it before I can tap on the screen.
 
   “NOT Falconess!” she says.
 
   “Mmm… how about Skystep?  She turned out to be okay, after all!”
 
   “ABSOLUTELY NOT,” she yells, holding my phone far away from me.  “She’s insane!”
 
   “Mmm… maybe Jeanie knows someone, then?” I offer.  “She’s been in the fighting game for a while, right?  I bet she’s met lots of super girls!”
 
   She looks like she’s going to crush my phone, I realize a bit too late.  The crunching sound makes me wince.  “Taurus is perfectly fine focusing on his work,” she says, handing me the broken phone.  “Sorry… um, why don’t you go get Nico to fix this for you?” she adds a bit guiltily.
 
   “You killed my phone,” I say, taking the crushed piece of metal.
 
   “I’m sorry,” she repeats.
 
   “You totally OWE me for that, you know--if the sim card is crushed I’ll lose all my selfies.”
 
   “I--”
 
   “In repayment, you have to go out on a date with Taurus!” I announce.
 
   “Over selfies?” she says incredulously.
 
   “I have some really great ones with Trent!” I tell her.  “And Zoe, and Adanna, and--”
 
   “Okay, okay!” she says.  “I’ll do whatever you want!” 
 
   “I’ve already got the outfit picked out!” I say excitedly, hopping to my feet and running for her bedroom.  “You’re going out for dinner, by the way.  Taurus has reservations!”
 
   “What? NOW?” she yelps, jumping to her feet and racing past me into her bathroom.  “You could have told me earlier!” she yells through the door.
 
   “That never works!” I call back as I lay out the outfit on her bed and head for the door.  I swing it open, grinning widely at the sight of Taurus standing there in a suit with flowers in his hand.
 
   “Nice job,” he says, bumping fists with me.
 
   “I sacrificed my phone for this, so you’d better make it good,” I tell him, letting him in.
 
   “Are you really okay with me taking your movie night?” he asks.
 
   “Trent said he’d come over,” I say.  “We’re going to watch My Neighbor Totoro!”
 
   “Does he know that?” he asks as Liz comes out, looking amazing.
 
   “Not yet,” I say, standing on tiptoe to close his mouth for him.  It was hanging open.  “Now get going, I’ve got a date to get ready for!” I add, shoving them both out the door. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Coffee Coffee
 
    
 
   Ken watches blankly as Emily holds out her coffee cup to Jeanie.  He actually doesn’t know when she got the cup, he’s never actually seen her drink coffee before.  It’s a little worrisome, actually.  Not as worrisome as giving Carla coffee would be, but still enough to give him pause.  “Emily?” he asks.
 
   “Can I get more of the creamer stuff in it?  I can still taste the coffee,” Emily says, looking in the cup with a little frown.
 
   “Of course!” Jeanie says.
 
   “Am I the only one that’s wondering about this?” Ken asks, since Emily hasn’t replied to him yet.
 
   “Nope,” Trent says, but that’s the only word that makes it out around his mouthful of pancake.  Jack grunts, but that’s all anyone gets out of him on pancake day, so Ken ignores it. 
 
   “She said she has a deal with God,” Aubrey says, eating much more properly than his boys do.  “Something about staying awake for church?”
 
   “I see...” Ken says, taking a drink of his own coffee and thinking for a long moment.  He watches as Emily gulps the coffee down.  A part of him is almost looking forward to seeing the tiny redhead hyped up on coffee–the other part reminds him that he’s the one that has to do the preaching.  “You ah, realize it doesn’t work like that, don’t you?”
 
   Emily stares at him.  “It doesn’t?”
 
   “Nope.  God doesn’t do deals, He helps you out because He loves you,” he says, “and you try to do right because you love Him.”
 
   “Just because He loves me?” Emily asks.
 
   “That’s right.  That’s why Jesus came, too–because He loves you.”
 
   “So... I don’t have to stay awake through church?”
 
   “Well, we’d appreciate you staying awake–“
 
   ”Thank GOD!” she says, putting the coffee down and shoving it away.  “I don’t like that stuff at all,” she adds, making a face, “and I don’t want to be five feet tall for the rest of my life!  Coffee stunts your growth, you know?”
 
   Ken smiles slightly and picks up her cup, finishing it for her.  Waste not, want not.
 
   They head out for church a little while later, along with Summer, Zoe, and Sunny, and drive to the small building where the church now gathers.  The group stumbles out of their cars and head inside, where they head for their various classes.  By the time Ken’s at the pulpit, he’s forgotten about Emily’s “deal with God” entirely.
 
   Then he hears her snoring.  Inwardly he sighs, looking at the little redhead laid out on the front pew.  Maybe he should have told her AFTER church was over.


 
   
  
 



Coming Soon:
 
    
 
   CAPE HIGH
 
   BOOK TEN: SUNNY DAZE
 
    
 
   I lift my hand, letting the wind breeze through my fingers as we drive down the road.  Everything except the road is green.  Once in a while you see a herd of cattle, lounging next to small ponds or standing under tall trees.  This is Kansas.  Flat, boring, fields as far as the eye can see.  I glance over at my mom, watching her sing along with that CD she’s constantly listening to--this folk singer lady.  She’s beautiful.  No, not the folk singer--my mom.  I still find it hard to believe we got her back.
 
   I guess I should introduce myself, huh?  The name is Sunny Rosenthorn, I’m a fifteen year old super that goes to Cape High.  My dad’s the principal.  His name is Nico, he’s a technopath like my twin sister, Zoe.  I take after mom--she’s an elementalist that specializes in plants.  Her name is Summer, but the world knows her as Lady Rose.  For almost two years she was missing--kidnapped by a very dangerous woman, but we got her back.  We also got our father, who we’d never met because he was stuck in the Cape Cells.  So now that I’ve done the whole little recap thing, I should probably tell you why we’re driving through Kansas.
 
   Ever since Mom recovered from her kidnapping she’s been dragging me out on the weekends to the farms in the area.  We help with the planting, with the growing, even help with animals, although neither of us have animal powers.  She can’t fly, so she bullied Dad into giving us his old Firebird--after he made it Eco-friendly, and gave it a better stereo system.  We have access to all the music on the internet and yet she still keeps listening to this CD over and over again.
 
   “Where are we going today?” I ask her.  She gives me a brilliant smile, as if she can’t wait to be up to our knees in whatever dirty job she’s got planned.
 
   “There’s a small farm near Arlington,” she says cheerfully.  “They emailed me asking for help with their corn crop--they think it’s going to be a long, cold winter this year.”
 
   “Okay,” I say, leaning back as far as I can in my chair and closing my eyes.  Arlington’s far enough away that I can take a nap.
 
   “Honey, no sleeping, we have something important to discuss,” she says.  
 
   “Yeah?  What?” I ask, reluctantly opening my eyes again.
 
   “Well, Pan called last night--he said you were planning on joining the boys for their summer camp?” she says in a questioning tone.  “Honey, I know your father’s an ex super villain, but I can’t say--”
 
   “I’m not doing it to become a super villain,” I say before she can jump to some crazy conclusion.  “I… I want to know more about Adanna,” I finally admit, feeling extremely stupid.  “And she’s hard to get some stuff out of--a lot of stuff, really, so I figure if I get a bit of training like she got, from her dad, maybe… maybe I can see where she’s coming from better.”
 
   She hesitates, which surprises me.  I figured she would encourage me, or something, because I’m trying so hard.  She looks over at me before facing the street again.  “Honey… don’t you think you’re a bit… young to be this serious?” she asks quietly.  “Relationships don’t always work out--”
 
   “I know,” I say, turning to stare out the window again.  “But they definitely won’t work if you don’t put in some effort, right?  I mean, Dad’s practically bending over backwards for you, right?  He offered you a different car, he offered to fly us both, he even made sure this has a fully equipped security system when you insisted on us doing this alone--”
 
   “That’s different,” she says.
 
   “How is it different?” I ask her.
 
   “Your dad and I--we’re--” she lets out a sigh, reaching out a hand and ruffling my hair.  “I just don’t want to see you hurt,” she tells me.  “I like Adanna a lot, Sunny, but you’re both really young.”
 
   “Yeah?  What about Max and Zoe?” I ask.  “You don’t seem to be panicking over those two!”
 
   “You’re right,” she says, letting out another sigh.  “I won’t get involved--I’ll just support you from the side, as always.”
 
   “Thanks,” I say dryly, feeling a bit irritated.  “Do you think Max and Zoe are too young?” I ask, unable to help myself.
 
   “A little,” she admits.  “Don’t tell your sister that, though, she questions herself about that sort of thing all the time.  I think Max is good for her, actually.”
 
   “And you don’t think Adanna is good for me?” I demand.
 
   “She could be--but without communication a relationship will wither, Sunny,” she says seriously.  “You can see how well it went for your father and me when we didn’t communicate properly--he wound up in the Cape Cells and I wound up raising twins on my own.”
 
   “Okay, you’ve got a point,” I mutter, the one to sigh this time.  “I’m working on it.  Can we talk about something else?” I demand.  “Like when you and Dad are going to make it official?”
 
   “Make it--like--like a wedding?”
 
   “You’ve got two fifteen year old kids and are living together, Mom,” I say bluntly.
 
   “We have separate rooms!” she protests.
 
   “Mmhmm,” I say.
 
   “We’re just sharing--” she lets out a laugh.  “I see exactly what you’re doing.  Fine.  Relationship talk is over for the day.”
 
   I lean forward, tapping on the stereo a few times and bringing up something a lot faster paced.  “If I can’t sleep, don’t play music that makes me sleepy,” I tell her.
 
   “There’s nothing wrong with my music!”
 
   “I can fall asleep anywhere, Mom, but that would make ANYONE snore..”
 
   “You should be growing out of that stage,” she says thoughtfully.  “Has your father checked your stats lately?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “Why don’t we do that when we get home?”
 
   “Sure, why not?”
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   “So what we’ve got is Kunnins--who somehow wound up with the Tank kid down in Texas,” Nico starts out, his feet kicked up on his table just to annoy Mastermental.  It’s bad enough that he forced Double M all the way out to the school campus, he thinks in amusement, but to be disrespectful on top of it!  Man he loves his job.  “He kidnapped a scientist--Ginger Hanks, who’s a fully trained geneticist, and was using her twin sons as leverage.  We know he’s experimented on a dog, caused Star Born to experiment on herself, and has a past of experimenting on norms, as well.  This is too much like that episode with Star Born for my tastes,” he drawls. 
 
   “We also know he’s working with Shadowman,” Mastermental points out.
 
   “Which brings in a touch of Collector, whoop-de-freaking-do,” Nico drawls.  “At least he doesn’t have a mentally slow version of my old man this go round.  Just the guy with the ability to kill an S-class tank if he’s sneaky enough.”
 
   “Rather than complaining about dealing with the same situation as before, don’t you think you should figure out how to clean it up faster this time around?” Double M says patiently.
 
   “That’s just it,” Nico says, “this can’t be the same situation as before, we’re dealing with two different people.  Something is going to change, or mess up--it’s natural.  We need to look at the bigger picture...  We know that one of his past goals was to replace or kill off supers, right?  Does he still have that goal?  And if he does, who would he go after first?”  He turns, looking at Mastermental silently for a long moment.
 
   “You do realize I can read your mind,” Double M says.  “It takes away from the dramatic pause thing you’re trying to do--and I’m not sure you’re right.  While I do see the logic of taking me out first from your point of view, you need to remember that he’s living in the south.  If he’s going to take out one of the leaders, it would be Century, first.”
 
   “But I really doubt Century would appreciate us thinking he could be taken out by a norm,” Nico says, willingly going with that line of thought.
 
   “Of course he wouldn’t,” Double M agrees, sitting down on one of the long science tables and crossing his legs.  “Which is why we won’t mention it to him--we need something he won’t notice…”
 
   “There’s one option,” Nico says thoughtfully, “of course, it would mean trusting some of my kids.”
 
   “What’s that?”
 
   “Panther is taking my villains for a week long camping trip.  Of course we can’t assume that Kunnins is ready to attack now, but we can find out if he’s sniffing around.  Panther and Max are well-versed in seeing plots like that--and if nothing comes of it, they’ll still have their special training.”
 
   “And Jack and Ace?” Double M asks.  “I noticed you didn’t include them in your well-versed list.”
 
   “Because Jack hasn’t plotted a thing in his life and Ace is still too new.”
 
   “Are they the only ones going?”
 
   “No.  Sunny’s going, too,” Nico says.  There’s a long moment of silence as the two look at each other.  Nico lets a little grin pull at his lips.  “He’ll be just as oblivious as the other two, I’m sure.”
 
   “Have you called your father yet?” Double M asks, changing the subject.
 
   “I’m still trying to talk Liz into being there when it happens,” Nico admits.
 
   “And why is that?”
 
   “I’m hoping to distract him with Mom.”
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